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This one is for Ken, 
who always has my back... 


Chapter One 


Burning the midnight oil was nothing new for Tegan Ashton, but tonight something sinister lingered in 
the air. /ts all in my head. She rubbed the back of her neck, wishing she could release the 
unwarranted dread. Anxiety coaxed her pulse, teasing her senses with its false promise of danger. 

It pissed her off. The ghosts of the past were uninvited guests in her life. 

Regardless, she could almost hear her father’s voice in her head whispering in Welsh Gaelic, 
“Perygl ar mae’r gwynt.” Danger on the wind. She forced her attention back to her work. The only 
thing in danger at the moment was her bank account. 

Tegan’s fingers flew across the keyboard, filling in the databases, entering the codes. Brainless, 
tedious work, but it paid the bills. Her new dojo in Leucadia, just north of San Diego, teetered into 
the red every month, so she picked up as many Internet data entry jobs as she could. 

Late nights and mainlining caffeine, the glamorous life of a black-belt businesswoman. 

Hoping to calm her nerves, she took a long, slow sip of her iced tea and pulled up her “favorites” 
tab on her computer. Although she lived in a beach town, she couldn’t afford the rent on anything with 
an ocean view. Her compromise was an hourly treat of a five-minute break to watch the moonlight on 
the ocean, courtesy of the Starlight Beach Inn’s twenty-four-hour webcam. 

The hotel was just a few miles away from her studio apartment over her dojo, and it kept a 
floodlight dimly lighting the shoreline. Once she fired up her iTunes track of ocean waves, it was 
instant relaxation. In San Diego’s North County, 2:00 a.m. was just about the only time you could stare 
at the waves on the beach without a bunch of people in the way. Perfect. 

She double-clicked the ocean waves, grabbed her tea, and leaned back in the chair while the 
webcam loaded. Now all she needed was the smell of sea air and she’d be good to go. Her shoulders 
started to relax and Tegan grinned, taking a swallow of her tea. Anxiety attacks were no match for the 
calming power of the Pacific Ocean. 

The grainy picture came up while she stretched out her cramped fingers. She frowned and leaned 
forward in her chair. Someone was on her beach. 

A man and a woman. He shoveled sand while his date reclined on the shore. What were they doing 
building sand castles at this time of night? 

She sighed and set her tea aside. So much for her beach break. Being a Peeping Tom during 
someone else’s late-night date wasn’t part of her calming respite. Tegan poised the mouse over the X 
to close the webcam when the guy scooped his date up and dropped her into the hole. 

“What the hell?” Tegan rubbed her eyes, leaning closer to the screen. 


Goose bumps lined her arms when the first shovel of sand covered the woman. “Holy shit.” She 
reached for her cordless phone. “Shit, shit, shit.” 

“911. How can we help?” 

Two more shovels of sand into the hole. “There’s a man burying a woman on the beach outside of 
the Starlight Beach Inn.” 

“T show your location on Pacific Highway.” 

Tegan nodded, only half listening. “Yeah, I’m watching him on the hotel’s webcam. Someone needs 
to help her.” 

“Ma’am, you realize you can be held accountable for falsifying calls to 911.” 

The man on the beach chose that moment to look over his shoulder, wiping his chin. His eyes 
glowed like a cat’s would in a picture using a bright flash, but this was only the dim light of the 
webcam. Tegan’s heart lurched in her chest. “It’s him.” 

She clicked the off button on her phone, her lungs constricting and fingers tingling. She struggled to 
slow her breathing as painful memories swamped her, a massive wave of anxiety swelling inside. 
Even with the grainy webcam view, she recognized every angle of his face. The same face still 
haunted her nightmares. 

The man who had attacked her in Los Angeles, the man the police had failed to catch, had just 
traveled south into her sleepy beach town. In fact, he was only a few miles away from her bedroom. 


Tegan left the sheriff's department exhausted mentally and physically, but there was no way she was 
going to fall asleep. The looks on the uniformed officers’ faces told her all she needed to know. They 
didn’t believe her. Apparently a black-and-white did visit the Starlight Beach Inn at 2:45 a.m. to find 
the beach deserted and no signs of disturbed earth. They claimed the hotel was requesting the webcam 
footage from their service provider, but it would be at least a week. Without any evidence of a crime, 
they couldn’t force the issue and subpoena any records. 

All it took was pulling up her case file for all of them to get that familiar look of pity in their eyes 
and assure her the search for her attacker was still ongoing. It was no secret she’d had a mental 
breakdown after the attack, and although she’d given them a full physical description of the man, 
she’d been unable to tell them about her injury. They told her he’d stabbed her with an acid-dipped 
blade of some sort. 

They’d never believe the truth. 

She’d been bitten, and as crazy as it sounded, no human man had pointed teeth like those she’d seen 
that night when he smiled and his forehead contorted, cracked to expose something inhuman beneath. 

This was information that would’ve kept her locked in a psych ward, so she kept it to herself. As 
the months passed into years, she’d started to wonder if maybe she was crazy after all. 

Tegan leaned back in her La-Z-Boy reading chair, peppering herself with questions. Could her mind 
have been playing tricks on her when she fired up the webcam? It had been late, and she’d felt uneasy 


before the picture ever came up. 

But she’d watched that beach hundreds of times in the middle of the night and never saw anyone. 
Definitely never saw a man bury a body. 

If you could call that sick sack of shit a man. 

Her fingertips traced the line of her fishhook-shaped scar along her collarbone, wishing she could 
erase the memories and rehabilitate her mind the way she had her body. She thought she’d put that 
night behind her. 

Until the bastard showed up on the webcam and ripped the wound wide open again. 

Yeah, sleep was definitely not going to happen. The threat of seeing him again in her dreams kept 
her too amped up to sleep. She got up and pulled the small card table to the side of the room. 
Controlling her breathing, she moved through her martial arts katas. Her focus on each fighting 
position calmed her, defusing the bomb of panic brewing inside of her. By the time she reclaimed her 
peace, sweat soaked through the back of her T-shirt. 

She wasn’t the same college student from four years ago. She wasn’t a victim, not anymore. And 
she never would be again. 

Tegan pulled her hair back into a ponytail and reached for her cell phone. If the police didn’t 
believe her, she’d hire someone who would. Sitting back and hiding was not an option. 

Multiple Google searches, several hours, and ten calls later, she chucked her hair tie across the 
room in frustration. She either couldn’t afford the PIs she was finding or they heard there was an open 
case number involved and didn’t want to get anywhere near it. Her gaze drifted to the picture of her 
folks at the country club. They’d lend her the money in a heartbeat. 

But then they’d worry. It wasn’t until a few months ago that her mom and dad finally started 
traveling again. They were supposed to be enjoying retirement, not babysitting their only daughter. If 
they found out she thought she saw her attacker, they’d swoop in and try to take over. Unacceptable. 
She could handle this. Somehow. 

She grabbed the phone again. Another Google search and she scanned the names until one caught 
her eye: Gabriel V-H. Smith. Licensed PI and paranormal investigator. 

Paranormal investigator? She stroked the mouse key lightly, not ready to commit to clicking. What 
kind of private investigator admitted to paranormal investigations? Did he think he was some kind of 
Ghostbuster? People couldn’t possibly hire him to check their house for the dead and haunting, could 
they? 

She leaned back in her chair. This guy could be a waste of time. But she’d already made more calls 
than she intended—and she was running out of viable options. What did she have to lose? 

She made the call, relieved when a receptionist answered. He had a secretary. That had to mean 
that he took his business seriously—or at least she hoped so—and Tegan did her best not to judge him 
by the fact that he had time in his schedule to meet her that same day. No harm done in driving up the 
coast to San Clemente for a meeting. She didn’t have to hire him. San Clemente was probably a 
perfect PI location, right between San Diego and Los Angeles. He could spy on cheating husbands 


and wives in either big city. 
She closed her computer and got up. If she hurried she could get a shower before she made the 
forty-five minute drive up the 5 freeway. 


The building wasn’t what she expected. Instead of an office inside a law firm or strip mall, she 
parked her car in front of a small converted church. At least she assumed that’s what it was by the 
stained-glass windows. There wasn’t a steeple or a bell. 

She opened the carved oak door and stepped into the shadowed office. A stylish woman with short 
black hair chomped her gum behind a desk, stapling papers into manila folders. Glancing Tegan’s 
way, she lifted her hand from the stapler. “Are you Megan?” 

“Tt’s actually Tegan. Like Megan witha 7.” 

The receptionist popped her gum and shrugged. “Suit yourself. Gabe will be back in a few 
minutes.” 

Stapling recommenced, the pound and grind of bending metal staples echoing through the space. 
Tegan glanced up at the high ceilings and took a seat on the long pew opposite the desk. Time slowed, 
the rhythmic noise lulling her into a comfortable trance. Maybe she was more exhausted than she 
realized. 

The large door burst open. Tegan shot up from her seat, her feet instinctively hitting a fighting 
stance. A tall man with broad shoulders, brown hair, and dark glasses blew through the narthex 
toward the chapel area. His features were striking even though she couldn’t see his eyes behind the 
dark lenses of his shades. The strong angle of his jaw and the way his hair brushed the collar of his 
black coat made her pulse jump. He was perfectly mussed somehow, as though he’d just rolled out of 
bed looking like that. 

For some reason she’d been imagining him much older. The whole paranormal thing sounded like 
an old man chasing a silly superstition. This guy was also a little less polished than she’d expected. 
Judging by the swollen lip and the scrape at the corner of his mouth, he’d had a recent job that had 
gotten physical. 

Her pulse thrummed in an inappropriate response. The fact that this guy might know how to fight 
should not excite her. Obviously her hormones were aching for more male contact. 

Screw that. The last thing she had time for was a man. 

“Martie, is my five o’clock here yet?” His voice was deep and a little hoarse. Rough and sexy. 

The stapling came to an abrupt halt, and Martie pointed a red, perfectly manicured finger. “That’s 
her.” 

He spun around and tipped his head, peering at Tegan from over his sunglasses. “You’re Megan?” 
His light-green eyes almost made her forget her own name. “It’s Tegan. Tegan Ashton.” 

“Like Megan with a 7.” 

She nodded, an unexpected smile curving her lips. “Exactly.” 


He held out a large hand. She stared at it for a second. This was a business meeting, nothing more. 
Other than her karate classes, she hadn’t touched a man since the attack. 

I wont be a victim. I’m not a victim. 

She forced herself to place her hand inside his, and he squeezed, giving her a firm handshake. 
“Nice to meet you. I’m Gabe.” 

His fingers brushed her wrist, sliding across her palm as he released her. Almost tender. She’d 
forgotten how a simple touch could calm instead of threaten. Pressing her lips together, she reminded 
herself to breathe. 

He gestured toward his office. “Come on back.” 


Gabe took off his coat, doing his best not to wince as the right sleeve skimmed his dislocated elbow. 
It would heal, of course, but it would hurt a helluva lot less if he’d taken the time to reset the joint. 

But he didn’t want to be late. 

Offering her a chair, he stepped around his desk to hang his coat, but he kept his dark glasses on. 
Easier to give his clients the once-over if they couldn’t tell where he was looking. 

All part of the job. Although today was more enjoyable than usual. 

When Martie had told him his new potential client thought she witnessed a murder, Tegan had his 
full attention. Now that she sat in his office, it was clear even if she didn’t have a big case, she 
would’ve caught his attention. Her thick auburn hair fell just past her shoulders, and her dark-brown 
eyes and pouty lips teased him. They had a softness that contrasted with the rest of her body. 

Which was toned and tempting, even through her clothes. Hard and tense, as though she was ready 
to take on the world at a moment’s notice. Her face looked a little pale, shadows lingering under her 
eyes. No sleep, and judging by the way her fingers trembled when he released her hand, she probably 
needed to eat too. Her fighting stance the second he entered the office hadn’t escaped him, either. 
What had turned this angel into a warrior? 

None of his business. Giving a damn would only get her killed. He’d been down that road before, 
and he refused to lose another person he cared about. Best not to care at all. 

He pulled his sunglasses off and his potential new client gasped. 

“You should put some ice on that eye.” 

“Tl be all right.”” He sat behind his desk, chastising himself for not checking the mirror in the car 
before he came in. Damn. He knew that hit was going to leave a mark. “So, tell me why you’ re talking 
to me instead of the police.” 

“Because they don’t believe me.” Her doe eyes pleaded with him. He’d seen the look before. 

Gabe rolled his head slightly, snapping his vertebrae back into alignment. “Why not?” 

She wrung her hands in front of her for a moment before shooting up from her seat and leaning 
against his desk. 

“You know what? Let’s cut the crap. I have money, and after calling every PI in SoCal, you’re my 


last shot. I need you to find the guy who gave me this.” 

She caught her finger in the neckline of her T-shirt and tugged it back to reveal a jagged hook- 
shaped scar on her collarbone, with a raised edge all the way around it. The center of the wounded 
flesh was discolored, almost gray. His pulse raced. He’d seen these scars before, but never on a 
living person. No human had given her that scar. 

Releasing the shirt, she met his eyes. “It’s been four years since he attacked me, and last night I saw 
him on a webcam in my neighborhood.” 

Gabe stood up, resting his hands on his side of the desk and leaning closer to her. This close, he 
could see the flecks of green in her dark eyes. No sign of a fine outer ring of gold—the first indication 
of a demon incognito. 

Good. This woman was human. 

And somehow she’d done the impossible and survived a Hingo demon attack. It was unheard of in 
his line of work. 

“T’m on the case.” 

“Same price I was quoted on the phone?” Her eyes narrowed, her gaze searching his. 

“Yeah.” Gabe nodded. For a chance to send another Hingo demon straight back to hell, he’d almost 
take the case for free, but he kept that to himself. A guy had to eat. 

He reached for his coat without thinking; his arm tweaked, unable to straighten. “Damn it.” 

She came around his desk, frowning. “Somebody beat the crap out of you.” 

“You should see the other guy.” He smirked. “Do me a favor and—” 

She grabbed his wrist, and already had her other hand ready to lever his elbow back into place. 

““You’ve done this before.” He gripped the desk with his free hand. 

“And it hurts like a son of a bitch.” She tugged hard. 

Sparks lit around the edge of his vision while he screamed a few choice words. Finally a loud pop 
echoed through the room and she let go of his arm. 

Gabe moved it a little, tentative. 

“You need to ice it.” 

“Tl be fine.” And he would. He glanced at his new client, impressed. “You’ve got skills.” 

She almost smiled. And he caught himself waiting for it, wanting it. Something about this woman 
was intriguing as hell. 

“ma black belt, and I own my own dojo.” She walked around to the other side of his desk. “This 
isn’t my first dislocated elbow.” 

He opened and closed his hand. The pain was already receding, his body healing itself. Sunglasses 
in hand, Gabe snatched his jacket with his good arm. “Let’s hit the road. I want you to show me 
exactly where you saw him.” 

“Okay. You can follow me down to my place in—” 

“Nope.” He took her elbow. 

Tegan yanked it free, stepping away from him. “Excuse me?” 


“You hired me to help you find this guy. Until I do, I don’t want him finding you first.’ He gestured 
toward the door, but his new client remained frozen in place. 

“Tt’s been four years since he attacked me in Los Angeles. I doubt he’s still looking for me.” 

“He came to San Diego, right?” He leaned against the doorframe. 

She shrugged. “Coincidence.” 

Gabe straightened, struggling to keep a grip on his patience. This woman obviously had no clue 
how dangerous a Hingo demon could be. It was similar to an incubus, but instead of impregnating a 
woman with his bastard half-demon spawn, her body became a living cocoon for another demon. 
Women didn’t survive Hingo attacks. They became demons. At least, until now. 

He shook his head. “I don’t buy it. Let’s get out of here. Pll drive.” 

Her jaw went slack for a second, her hands balling into fists at her sides. “Last time I checked, / 
hired you. You don’t get to order me around.” 

Gabe sighed, glancing down before meeting her eyes again. “You hired me because the police don’t 
believe you. J do. Let me do my job.” 

He waited her out, watching her frustration settle into wariness. Seeing the shadow of fear creep 
back into her eyes pained him. He caught himself wanting to protect her, to make the damned demon 
pay for causing her pain. 

This couldn’t get personal. This was just another job. Plain and simple. He shoved the unwanted 
emotions aside and allowed an easy smile to curve his lips. “You’re not going to make me say please, 
are you?” 


Tegan rubbed her hands down her face. She couldn’t be seriously considering getting in a car with 
this guy. “I can’t just leave my car an hour away from home.” 

“Tt’s locked, right? Pll make sure Martie keeps an eye on it for you.” He walked over to her and 
held out his hand. “You came here for a reason. Let me help you, Tegan.” 

He’d said her name. Correctly. Her knees did their best to give out at the small gesture of attention, 
but her will was stronger. She walked past him without making any contact. Gabe met her in front of 
Martie’s desk in the lobby. 

“Are you a meat-eater?” 

Tegan’s jaw dropped, her eyes narrowing. Did he just...? 

“Excuse me? But that’s not—” 

“Burgers? We need to get you some food before we get started. You look like hell.” 

“You’re one to talk.” She narrowed her eyes, but followed him outside the building anyway, still 
promising herself she wouldn’t get into a car with him. 

He walked to a shiny black ’69 Mustang and opened the door for her. “Consider this a business 
meeting. You can fill me in on your case while we eat.” 

Her conviction wavered. They did need to talk. She might as well eat, too. 


Tegan took a breath and gave him a single nod before scooting past him, right into the passenger 
seat. 
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Gabe shut the door, slid his shades into place, and came around to the driver’s side. “There’s a 
great burger joint on the beach. And it looks like the marine layer is going to give us a break and let 
us watch the sunset. Can’t pass that up.” 

His new client shook her head. “I watched this guy bury a woman’s body on the beach last night. 
Forgive me for not feeling like a burger. We should just get back to San Diego so you can find this 
guy. We can talk on the way.” 

He should do it her way. The customer was always right. But he could see the exhaustion in her 
eyes. It wasn’t his place to take care of this woman. In fact, she’d obviously rather he didn’t. But he 
couldn’t have his clients fainting on him, especially not when they were this fascinating. 

Shit. 

He turned the key, and the Mustang’s V-8 roared to life. He revved the engine and glanced over at 
her. ““Won’t do either of us any good if you pass out. When was the last time you slept or ate?” 

She rolled her eyes and stared out the passenger-side window. “I’m fine.” 

He slammed the clutch to the floor and slid the gearshift into reverse. “Yeah, well, I need food, so 
you might as well have some too.” 

On the drive, she told him about the webcam and the morning visit to the sheriff. But the moment he 
asked about her attack, she shut him out, glaring out the passenger window. He wasn’t going to coax it 
out of her. She’d share when she was ready. 

Right now the Hingo demon in town was his top priority. And the first step in catching the demon 
was keeping his only eyewitness alive. 


Chapter Two 


“What’s your story?” Tegan bit into her burger, hoping he couldn’t hear her stomach growl. 
Apparently she was hungrier than she’d realized. “What kind of case roughed you up and dislocated 
your elbow?” 

“Doesn't matter.” He took a swallow of his Dr Pepper and looked out at the ocean. The wind 
brushed his hair back from his forehead like invisible fingers. The cut under his eye and the split skin 
on his lower lip only enhanced his profile. He didn’t look defeated. He looked like a fighter. A 
champion. 

“Tt matters to me.” Looks could be deceiving, and she didn’t have extra money to toss at a hot guy 
who might suck at his job. “If ’'m going to hire a private investigator to catch this guy, I want to be 
sure he’s good.” 

Gabe turned toward her, his stare demanding her full attention. He leaned in closer, until she caught 
his scent, masculine and earthy, no lotions or aftershaves. Her heart pounded...and not out of fear. 
Tingles shot down her spine. 

He kept his voice low. “He will never touch you again. You have my word on that.” 

She wet her lips, and for a moment, his gaze slipped to her mouth before meeting her eyes again. 
Heat coiled deep inside her while she struggled to regain control of her rapidly rising desire. “Your 
word might mean something to people who know you, but we just met.” 

His eyes narrowed, but he never looked away. “People don’t exactly rate me on Yelp, but I can 
give you a few references to call if that would make you feel better. But at some point you’re going to 
need to trust me if we’re going to get this guy.” 

She stared into his eyes and caught her breathing slowing to match his. Nodding, she whispered, 
“Trust isn’t easy for me these days.” 

“T get that.” Gabe sat back, putting more space between them. “These may be just words to you, but 
I will keep you safe.” His eyes met hers for a second, and he turned away. “That’s my job, and I’m 
good at what I do.” 

He balled up his burger wrapper, and she watched him for a moment, masculine and self-assured in 
every movement. Not to mention ruggedly handsome. She hadn’t found a man attractive in what felt 
like lifetimes. She didn’t even look at them anymore. But this one was right in front of her, and she 
couldn’t seem to stop drinking him in. 

She swallowed and focused on her food, finishing her fries while the sun dipped into the horizon, 
painting the sky in reds and violets. When was the last time she sat still to watch a sunset? Since the 


night of the attack four years ago, her life’s focus narrowed to self-defense and regaining control of 
her life. That one night changed everything. A shiver slid through her. 

“You cold?” he asked, his sunglasses back in place. 

Tegan shook her head. “I’m all right.” 

“As soon as the sun sets we’ll hit the road for San Diego.” He stared at the horizon. “I want to 
check out that hotel with the webcam.” 

She followed his gaze, watching the masterpiece of color sparkling on the water. “You don’t seem 
like the kind of guy who would normally sit back and enjoy a sunset.” 

“T recognize a gift from the gods when I see one.” He glanced her way. “You never know when it 
might be your last.” 

“That’s a little morbid.” 

He shrugged, staring over the water. “Realistic in my line of work.” 

“You could change careers.” 

He laughed, and the unexpected sight of his smile filled her stomach with butterflies. 

“If only that were possible.” Gabe shook his head, the smile fading with the last traces of the sun. 
“Ready to go?” 

“Youre serious about leaving my car here?” 

“Completely serious. Until we find your attacker, I’m your shadow.” 

Tegan groaned. “I’m a black belt and a martial arts and self-defense instructor. I know how to 
protect myself. I didn’t hire you to be my bodyguard. I want you to catch him.” 

“And he’s coming for you. My best chance to find him is to keep you close.” He paused and looked 
toward his car. “Tell you what—I need to grab a few supplies from the office. Martie can give you 
some references to call. If you’re still not comfortable you can find someone else to take your case. 
This is how I work. Take it or leave it.” 


Gabe drove down Interstate 5 trying to keep his eyes on the road instead of his sleeping passenger. 
He’d been prepared to let her walk out the door of his office if she’d insisted on keeping him at a 
distance, but deep inside relief flooded him when she’d grudgingly agreed to hire him in spite of his 
insistence on leaving her car in San Clemente. If he’d found her picture in a newspaper column about 
a missing woman later, it would’ve stung. Something about her pulled at him. This woman was a 
survivor. 

He wondered how much of her attack she actually remembered. Would she believe him when he 
explained that her attacker was a Hingo demon, and now that he’d tasted her flesh, he was searching 
for her? Judging by her attitude earlier, this girl was no-nonsense, and finding out demons were real 
wasn’t going to be something that would build her already-shaky confidence in him. 

She needed to understand the truth, but maybe not right away. 

He pulled off at the exit she’d instructed. Waiting at the light, he reached over to wake her. 


Resisting the urge to touch her skin, he nudged her shoulder. 

He shifted in his seat. “Tegan, we’re in Leucadia. You need to tell me where to go from here.” 

“Sorry I fell asleep.’ She rubbed her eyes and smoothed her hair. For a minute, while her defenses 
were down, he could almost picture who she must’ve been before her attack. 

She directed him to a building on Pacific Coast Highway and had him park around the back of Red 
Dragon Karate. “You live here?” 

“Up there.” She pointed up to the second story loft above the dojo. 

He grabbed his duffel out of the backseat. After a few years in his line of work, having extra sets of 
clothes ready at all times was a necessity. Tegan was already out of the car and at the back door with 
her keys. 

She opened the door and noticed his bag. “Whoa. What is this?” 

“My stuff.” He shook the bag. 

“T didn’t say you could stay with me. I’m paying you. Go get a motel room.” 

He stepped past her into the dojo, taking a deep breath. Demons had a unique scent, like sulfur and 
burned hair, but all he could smell was the disinfectant coming off the floor mats of her dojo. 

“Until we find this guy and I know you’ re not in danger, I’m not going anywhere without you.” 

He turned toward her just as her foot connected with his abdomen. She kicked him with enough 
power to make him stumble backward. The roundhouse kick didn’t slow her at all, either. She 
followed him, connecting a punch to his chest that blew the air from his lungs. Her foot swept the 
back of his ankles, knocking his feet out from under him. If the floor of the dojo hadn’t been padded, 
he would’ve cracked his head open. 

Tegan pounced on top of his chest, her knees pinning the tops of his arms, her hand poised to strike 
his throat. Her chest heaved, her dark eyes narrowed. “I can crush your windpipe and poke out your 
eyes before you can yell for the police.” 

Seeing the fire in her eyes should not be turning him on. “That won’t slow down a Hingo demon.” 

“What?” Her brow furrowed, but she didn’t lower her hands. “Demon? What the hell are you 
talking about?” 

Feeling the heat of her body against his chest distracted him more than he wanted to admit. “Let me 
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up. 

“You're not staying with me. In case you didn’t notice, I can take care of myself.” She shoved his 
chest and got to her feet. 

Gabe sucked in a deep breath. “Thanks for limiting your assault to body shots.” He rubbed his chin. 
“You've got some moves.” 

She flipped on the lights. “I was just proving a point. If I wanted to do real damage, you’d be out 
cold.” She turned around and the color drained from her face. “How...? Your eye is better... And 
your lip...” 

Shit. He should’ve told before they came inside, in the light. 

“Tm a fast healer.” He retrieved his bag. “Now we need to talk.” 


“T was only asleep for an hour, tops.” She shook her head as though she’d seen a ghost. “Nobody 
heals that fast.” 

“T do.” He pointed at the stairs. “Is that how we get to your loft? Pll explain everything. I’d just like 
to sit first.” 

Tegan hesitated but finally blew out her exasperation. “Fine.” She went to the dojo door and set the 
dead bolt, then returned with her keys poking through her fingers like claws. “Pll let you come up to 
the loft, but I won’t hesitate to hurt you if you give me a reason.” 

He put his hands up in mock surrender. “Anyone ever tell you you’re prickly?” 

“Get in line.” She muscled past him and jogged up the stairs. He followed her, trying not to admire 
the view. 

Her studio apartment was small but uncluttered. A queen-size bed with mussed-up sheets stood 
across from the door, with a small kitchen to the right and a door beside that, leading to what he 
assumed was a bathroom. Next to the bed, she had a side table with a laptop charging. In the other 
corner, a La-Z-Boy sat partially reclined with a big stack of books on the floor. Her certificate for her 
black belt hung on the wall. 

She offered him the recliner, and she sat on the edge of her bed. “Another reason you need a motel 
room. I’m not really set up for guests.” 

“No worries.” He sat down, dropping his bag. “I’m not a guest.” 

“Right, I hired you, so you should do what I say.” She crossed her arms over her chest, and he tried 
to remember this was a woman who survived a demon attack. Gaining her trust was not going to 
happen in the span of a couple of hours. “Why are you already healed up, and what was with the crazy 
demon talk downstairs?” 

He stared across the room, trying to figure out the best way to answer to keep her from throwing 
him out. “How did you get my number?” 

“T found you on the Internet.”’ She glanced at her laptop. 

“Good. So you noticed I’m a licensed private investigator. Did you see the paranormal 
investigations listed?” She didn’t laugh. Seemed promising. 

“Yeah, but...’’ She shook her head, her focus shifting to the floor. “I actually figured it meant I might 
be able to afford you. I can’t imagine people hire you often to be some kind of ghost hunter or 
something.” Her lips quivered. 

““Or something’ is closer.” Gabe ran his fingers back through his hair. “Ghosts don’t usually have 
the power to bother the living.” He met her eyes. “That scar you showed me. I recognized it.” 

One hand went to the base of her neck, covering the scar hidden beneath her T-shirt. 

“This is the first time I’ve ever seen one on a living person.” He waited for his words to sink in. 
“He bit you, didn’t he?” 

Her jaw went slack for a second before she frowned and stood up. She shook her head that he was 
wrong, but tears filled her eyes. She might not want to believe it, but judging by her expression, he’d 
hit a nerve. His chest tightened. Seeing the pain and fear in her eyes made him want to kill the demon 


who hurt her. Right now. He already wanted retribution. 

“Tt all happened so fast that night.” Her voice trembled. “The police said it was a blade with some 
sort of acid coating to burn my skin.” 

“Bullshit. The demon’s saliva is an acid.” And somehow this woman got away. He had to make her 
understand. 

She wrapped her arms around herself. “I can’t do this.” 

“We have to, Tegan. This is your life.” 

“No!” Her eyes flashed, filled with that warrior glare again. “My life doesn’t include insane things 
like demons. I spent almost a year in a mental hospital reconciling what happened that night. I’m not 
going to let you come in here and rip the rug from under me.” She pointed to the door. “I think you 
should go. I'll get a ride up to get my car.” 

Gabe stood up, but he didn’t move toward the door. If she didn’t let him help her, she’d be a sitting 
duck. The demon would find her eventually, and he’d already made a kill in her neighborhood. 
Against his better judgment, he laid his cards on the table. “I’m a demon slayer, Tegan. I take PI jobs 
to pay the rent, but my calling is keeping people safe from paranormal predators.” 

She brushed a tear from her lashes and laughed. “We should’ve discussed this in San Clemente. I 
could’ve saved you the drive down.” Her expression sobered. “Do I really look that naive to you?” 

“You don’t look naive at all.” He got up, took off his jacket and pushed up his shirtsleeve to expose 
his elbow. “Check it out for yourself: You reset this joint a couple hours ago.” He approached her 
slowly. Tegan got up and slid her fingers over his skin, sending currents of unwanted energy through 
him. “I heal quickly because a slayer needs to be ready to get back in the fight.” 

She released his arm, bringing a tentative hand to his cheek, then his lip. “This can’t be real.” Her 
gaze met his, and he froze, allowing reality to sink in to her. “You're really healed. It’s impossible.” 

He stepped away and pulled his sleeve back down. Her touch awakened parts of him best left to 
rot. “It’s just as real as that scar you have.” Gabe met her eyes. “One slayer is born in each generation 
of my family. ’'m sixth generation of the Van Helsing family line.” 

“You're kidding...””» She rubbed her forehead, shaking her head. “Oh, God...you’re not.” She 
plopped back down on the edge of her bed, a crease in her brow. 

“TI wish I were; believe me.” Gabe sat in the chair again, remembering all the people he’d lost 
along the way because fate had dubbed him a slayer. Life could have been so much different. Painful 
memories of finding his fiancée’s demon-ravaged body sank their claws into him. He shoved the 
thoughts aside before he allowed the pain to show on his face. There was no way to change the past. 

No one understood that better than he did. 

There had to be some way to make her believe. The sooner she realized demons were real, that he 
was really who he claimed, the safer she’d be. He had to kill the fucking demon before it found her. 

“ve got some data-entry projects to get done, and I’m too tired to contemplate any of this.” 
Tegan’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts. “You can sleep on the chair if it makes you feel better, 
but ’'m warning you, I sleep with a knife under my pillow, and I’m not afraid to use it.” 


“Good.” He stared across the room, his gaze locked on hers. “Until the demon is dead, you should 
always be armed and ready.” 


Chapter Three 


Tegan woke with her dagger in hand. Her clock read 5:30 a.m. The sun would be up soon. She had 
been having the strangest dream about demon slayers. 

“No. Take me,” a gruff male voice muttered. 

She slid out of bed and stood up at the sound, looking around. Gabe was asleep in her chair. It 
wasn’t a dream after all. 

With the dagger resting on the foot of her bed, she made her way toward the La-Z-Boy where her 
new PI mumbled. He rolled over and settled into fitful sleep. All he wore was a pair of sweatpants. 
She worried her lower lip, her gaze sliding over his toned back. He wasn’t weighed down by extra 
bulk or hulking muscles. His build was fit and sleek like a runner, a hunter. 

In the dim light, she could see a tattoo across his shoulder blades. A shield of some kind covered in 
Celtic knots. Another tattoo of a thorny vine circled his biceps. 

And he had so many jagged scars. Slices, stabs, and a large burn—almost a brand of some sort— 
covered his back. How many times had he been attacked and then healed, just as his face and his 
elbow had last night? 

What if everything he’d told her was true? 

Her fingers traced the smooth skin along her collarbone as her eyes drifted closed. Her attacker’s 
face flashed in her mind, showing her again the way his lips pulled back to reveal a row of razor- 
sharp teeth. His eyes glowed yellow, pinning her under him as he lowered his head. 

Pain seared her from the inside out. She forced her eyes open. The crazy memories from that night 
couldn’t be real. 

Gabe sat up, startling her. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah.” She hoped she hadn’t flinched. “You were having a nightmare...or something.” 

“Sorry. Happens sometimes.” 

“Nightmares?” 

He nodded, but his attention seemed to be wandering around the apartment. “They come with the 
job.” He finally relaxed a little and made eye contact. “Sorry I woke you.” 

She shrugged. “I’m a light sleeper these days.” 

He rubbed the back of his neck and got up. “Mind if I use your shower?” 

“Nope. The bathroom’s right over there.” 

It was impossible not to watch him walk across the room to the bathroom. The muscles in his back, 
all the way down to his trim waist, rippled with power and strength. And even though the sweatpants 


were loose, it didn’t take much imagination to picture the toned ass they covered. 

He closed the door, breaking her out of the spell. Obviously she’d been without a man for way too 
long. 

But ever since the attack, the thought of allowing a guy to touch her in any way made her queasy. 

“Not going there,” she muttered and poked her head inside the fridge to search for something to 
feed her unexpected houseguest. Her socialite mother would be horrified if she ever found out the 
contents of her daughter’s kitchen consisted of a box of Frosted Flakes, milk two days past the “best 
by” date, a stick of butter, and a quarter of a loaf of bread. 

Instead of cooking, she opted for washing the plate and glass languishing in the sink. At least the 
kitchen would be clean. Then she made her bed and started on checking her e-mail. 

“What’s for breakfast?” 

Tegan gasped and turned, her breath catching in her throat when she saw him. Gabe was standing 
five feet from her, dripping wet, in nothing but a towel. Her gaze ate up all his exposed flesh before 
she could stop herself. When she reached his face, he cleared his throat. 

“Forgot my clothes out here.” 

“Oh, okay.” She made a beeline for the fridge, hoping to keep him from seeing her cheeks flush. 
“Looks like we’ll have to go out for breakfast.” 

“No problem.” He offered her a crooked grin, and a wet curl drooped onto his forehead. “Ill add it 
to your bill.” 

She chuckled and rolled her eyes, but as he closed the bathroom door the smile lingered. And for 
the first time in years, it felt genuine. 

Her cell phone buzzed and “Mom” flashed on the screen. She answered and sat on the edge of the 
bed. “Hi, Mom.” 

“Tegan! I wanted to make sure you remembered the dinner party tonight.” 

Her shoulders tensed, smile fading. “I don’t think I'll be able to make it.” She looked up when 
Gabe walked out of the bathroom. “Something came up.” 

The hurt came through loud and clear in her mother’s voice. “What will I tell everyone when they 
come to your birthday party and you aren’t here?” 

“My birthday was last week.” 

“You were the one who asked me to wait until this weekend to celebrate.” 

“Tm sorry.” Tegan sighed. “Look, Ill try, okay? That’s the best I can do right now.” 

“We’re always here for you. All you need to do is ask...” 

“T know. Thanks.” 

“See you tonight...I hope.” 

“Tl do my best.” 

She set the phone on her bed and groaned. 

“Crazy ex-boyfriend?” Gabe pulled on his black boots. 

“Worse. My mother.” 


He shook his head. “Moms are the best. What’s wrong?” 

Tegan hesitated, surprised by his answer. “I forgot she was planning a birthday party for me 
tonight.” 

He stood up gesturing to his pants. “Good thing I brought my nice jeans.” He tucked his old clothes 
back in the duffel bag. 

Tegan frowned. “You aren’t invited.” 

“T thought we covered this last night.’ His gaze locked on hers, no sign of a smile. “Until I catch 
that demon, I’m glued to you.” 

“Tt’s not like I'd be alone in a dark alley. I wasn’t planning on going, anyway. We need to stop this 
guy before he hurts someone else.” 

“And we will, but you’ve got to eat dinner anyway, so you might as well make your mom happy at 
the same time.” He slid a comb back through his wet hair. “We can check out the beach where you 
saw him and see if I can pick up any clues. Then by tonight you'll be ready to eat with your folks.” 
His expression sobered. “You shouldn’t take them for granted.” 

“Tm not.” She bristled at his words. “I’ve just got a lot on my plate, and I’d like to keep them out of 
it.” 

“And we will.” 

“There is no we.” She picked out some clothes and turned toward him again. “I’ve taken care of 
myself just fine for the past four years. I think I can survive a party at my parents’ house without a 
bodyguard.” 

He pulled his wet hair back, his jaw clenched. “Tegan.” He made her name sound good even when 
he was annoyed with her. Hesitating, his shoulders relaxed and he blew out a breath. “I would like to 
come with you.” 

She bit back a smile. “Are you asking me to invite you?” 

“Do you always make things difficult?” 

“Probably.” She gripped her clothes closer to her chest. “Still want to come?” 

A playful sparkle flashed in his eyes. “Definitely.” 

She laughed, surprising herself. “That path leads down a dangerous road.” 

“How bad can it be?” He went into the kitchen area and found a glass, completely comfortable in 
her tiny apartment. Probably more comfortable than even she was these days, and certainly more 
comfortable than her parents. 

“Ever since the attack, my parents have been worried about me. If I show up with a guy, it’s 
possible they’ll spontaneously combust with hope thinking I’ve turned a corner and started dating 
again.” 

He poked his head around the fridge. “Nothing wrong with a little hope.” 

“This will be a ginormous amount of hope. And it’ll burst and mutate into worry when I tell them I 
hired you to find my attacker.” 

“Demon.” 


“Tt still sounds crazy to me when you say that.” She shook her head. There was no way... 

Gabe shrugged, pouring a glass of milk. “So we don’t tell them you hired me. It’s your business, not 
theirs.” 

“The milk’s spoiled.” He lifted the glass, inspecting the contents. Tegan headed for the bathroom. 
“You don’t get it. If we don’t tell them, then they’1] assume you’re my new boyfriend. My mother will 
gush. It could get ugly.” 

“Tve faced hungry Slater demons in the sewers. I can handle a little mom gushing.” 

“Don’t you hear how crazy that sounds?” 

“Mom gushing?” 

Tegan sighed, shaking her head. “You know what I’m talking about.” 

“Not saying the word ‘demon’ won’t make them not exist.” He poured the milk in the sink and 
walked to the window, staring at the parking lot below. “You may not want to face it yet, but the 
sooner you start taking it seriously, the safer you'll be.” 

She watched his back, remembering the sight of the scars hidden underneath his shirt. This wasn’t a 
joke or a game, and deep down the truth taunted her. Her attacker’s eyes had changed color, glowed, 
and those teeth. A shudder shot through her. She hadn’t imagined it all... She reached up to touch her 
scar. Gabe was right. This was real, and she needed to face it. 

“If I start spouting off about demons I’I] end up in the mental hospital again.” 

He turned around. The set of his jaw made him look hardened and fierce, not like the charmer who 
came out of her bathroom in nothing but a towel. The dichotomy within him pulled at her even more 
than his body did. 

“Tm not suggesting you tell another soul about demons. I’m saying that between us, you need to 
recognize and accept what we’re up against. There’s no sugarcoating what’s out there.” 

She swallowed the last vestige of the “rational” voice in her head. “If a demon is really searching 
for me, then the last place I should be is a birthday party at my parents’.” 

One corner of his mouth softened as he gave her a nod of approval. “And I’d argue that if a demon 
is looking for you then life might be too short to hold off on family visits.” 

“You still think I should go.” She sighed. 

He went back into her kitchen area and rinsed out his glass in the sink. “I think we should 
investigate the beach outside the hotel today, and eat with your parents tonight.” 

“We should definitely check out the hotel, but I can handle the party on my own.” She walked to the 
bathroom and peered at him from around the door. “My mom will be thrilled to hear ’'m coming to the 
party after all.” Pressing her lips together for a moment, she added, “Thanks, Gabe.” 

He tipped his head with a smile. “Just doing my job. And unless we find that demon today, you’re 
not going to the party alone.” 

His words were like a slap in the face with a reality towel. Of course he was doing his job. Duh. 
She’d been a schmuck for being moved that he wanted her to invite him to come along and protect her. 
“Tf we don’t find him, then you can wait in the car.” 


She closed the door, turned on the water, and rested her back against the wall. What was wrong 
with her? They weren’t playing house here. The guy, or demon, who attacked her was in San Diego. 
She’d hired Gabe to find him. 

Why did he have to make her smile? And why did he have to look so amazing in a towel? Ugh. 
After four years without a date or even a real friend, she was out of practice with boundaries. This 
was a business transaction, not a friendship. Or anything else. If she couldn’t keep that thought in her 
head this arrangement was never going to work. 

Stepping into the shower, she closed her eyes, moaning when the hot water rolled down her tense 
body. Gabe wasn’t being paid to pretend to be nice to her. 


Gabe heard the water come on while he dried the glass and put it back in the cupboard. Her soft moan 
came right through the bathroom door, and his entire body buzzed with desire. He wanted to hold her, 
to feel her moan against his lips. 

Damn it. Now he couldn’t unhear it. 

As soon as this case was finished, he needed to get laid. Tegan Ashton was a client, not a potential 
date. Not that he really dated. One-night stands were more his thing. If demon slaying had taught him 
anything, it was that caring about anyone put that person in danger. Choosing not to care was his only 
defense. 

Adjusting himself in his jeans, he opened the window, hoping fresh air might help distance him 
from temptation. Or at least distract him from his thoughts about Tegan being so close by. Naked. 

Shaking his head, he pulled in a long, slow breath of the ocean air and frowned. He took another 
breath through his nose then grimaced. Sulfur, rotten eggs. Demons. 

Gabe slid his cell phone into his pocket, and grabbed his keys and his coat. He pulled a business 
card out and wrote on the back. “I’m at the car. Stay inside.” 

He hustled down the stairs and out the main entrance to her dojo. When he got to his car, he scanned 
the empty lot and opened the trunk. The inside of the Mustang’s trunk was outfitted with everything a 
slayer may need. He had wooden stakes, a scythe, a custom crossbow, and three different size battle- 
axes, and a katana rested diagonally in a special stand. The other side of the trunk had compartments 
holding decanters of holy water and daggers, and a spiked flail was clipped to the back panel right 
below the lock. 

Taking another whiff, he cast a wary glance at the door to Tegan’s dojo. This was definitely the 
scent of a lesser demon. The stench was too faint for anything higher ranking. The more powerful 
demons had a stench that made paper-pulp mills smell like fabric softener. 

With any luck he could find it and finish the fight before Tegan was done with her shower. 

But relying on luck was like jumping out of a plane without a parachute. 

He yanked out the crossbow, slipping the strap over his shoulder like an electric guitar. The 
midsize battle-axe came out next. He slid the handle between his belt and his jeans and reached up to 


close the trunk when a hissing sound came from behind. A Viri demon. It had to be. 

“Gabriel,” it whispered. 

“Only my mother gets to call me that.” Gabe wheeled around, drawing his battle-axe like a 
gunslinger’s pistol. The Viri demon lurched forward on two legs, his orange reptilian eyes glinting in 
the morning light. Although his skin appeared flesh-colored, scales covered his entire body. Viri 
demons had some chameleon abilities, but up close the disguise melted away. He’d kill the disgusting 
scaled thing, but he needed some intel first. 

The demon’s words lisped past thin lips. “My master searches for his mate.” He flicked out his 
black forked tongue as he sucked in a breath. His eyes rolled back before meeting Gabe’s gaze again. 
“You reek of her.” 

“You can’t possibly smell anything other than yourself.” He passed the handle of the battle-axe back 
and forth between his hands, keeping the demon focused on the weapon. “Who is this master you 
work for? Maybe I’ve seen his mate around.” 

He glanced at the empty doorway. Please let her see my note and stay inside. 

The demon stretched his neck up and out, elongating it like a snake while his head swooped back 
and forth, following the ax’s movements. 

“He knows you, slayer.” He hissed, exposing sharpened fangs dripping in demon saliva. “And he 
knows you have her.” 

“You're full of shit.” Gabe lunged forward, burying the sharp edge of his battle-axe in the demon’s 
chest. He yanked it free, hoping to land another blow, but the demon staggered back, retreating. Green 
blood oozed through its shirt, and Gabe reached for his crossbow. The demon stared down at his 
wound, growled, and then charged with fangs bared. Gabe nailed him with two silver-pointed arrows 
in the torso, but they barely slowed the thing. 

Gabe launched his battle-axe next, sending it soaring end over end toward the oncoming demon. 
The hissing abomination shifted, and the battle-axe skimmed his side instead of splitting him down the 
middle. 

“Damn it.” 

The beast collided with Gabe, knocking him to the ground. Gabe grappled, getting his hands around 
the demon’s scaly neck and squeezing until his eyes bulged. The creature’s fangs bore down on him, 
inches from Gabe’s face. Viri venom would paralyze him long enough for the monster to grab Tegan. 

Not on his watch. 

Gabe focused on the teeth, and keeping them far from him. Now the stench of sulfur and rotten eggs 
was more than just a mere discomfort. It blew Gabe’s hair back and turned his stomach. 

Enough of this shit. 

Gabe released one hand from around the demon’s neck and snatched his crossbow from his 
shoulder, walloping the demon in the side of the head. The creature hissed and rocked back. Taking 
advantage of the brief shift in power, Gabe rolled the demon under him, punching him in the throat 
with his free hand. 


“Holy crap!” 

The battle paused, both Gabe and the demon looking over at the new player. Damn it. 

Tegan stood in the doorway in bare feet, jeans, and a tank top. She was pale and slack-jawed, her 
hair still wet from the shower. Gabe scrambled to stand, putting himself between her and the demon. 
He backed up toward Tegan, trying to figure out how to get her inside so he could focus on finishing 
this fight. Worrying about her was a distraction he couldn’t afford. He’d shove her inside and shut the 
door if he had to. 

He kept his eyes on the threat. “Tegan, get in the dojo and lock the door. Now.” 


An inhuman, creepy snake man flicked his tongue out, his voice hissing each word as he spoke to her. 
“You are the woman for my master. He marked you as his.” 

A chill crept up her spine, and the scar on her collarbone ached, burning. 

“That’s horseshit.” Gabe stepped back, nudging her. “Demons lie, Tegan. Come on, I need you to 
get back inside.” 

The placating, calming tone of Gabe’s voice yanked her out of the fear-induced stupor. She blinked 
as though she was awakening from a nightmare. Only this one was real, and she had a chance to make 
a difference. 

She trained for years to protect herself. Sure, this was some sort of reptilian demon-thing from God 
knows where, but it still...bled? She stared at the large green stain on the demon’s side. Gabe had 
wounded it. She glanced at her hired muscle. He clutched a crossbow, but the demon’s wound was 
larger than an arrowhead. Scanning the area, she noticed a battle-axe sticking out of the telephone 
pole across the parking lot. Apparently it had only skimmed the demon’s side. 

The creature lurched toward them. Gabe raised his crossbow and bashed the demon in the side of 
the head. Tegan seized the opportunity and raced across the lot for the ax. Adrenaline pulsed through 
her muscles, strengthening her, drowning her fear in action. She gripped the handle and jerked it back 
and forth until the wood finally released the blade. 

It took her a second to gauge the weight of the medieval weapon, heavy and dangerous. Perfect. She 
ran back, her bare feet barely registering the rocks from the asphalt digging into her soles. The demon 
turned from Gabe, facing her, and Tegan pulled the ax back to swing. He pivoted, his arm backhanding 
her. She lost her balance, and her ass connected with the pavement. Hard. While the demon leaned 
toward her, Gabe shot two more arrows into his back. 

Tegan forced herself to wait for the right moment before springing to her feet and using the forward 
motion to power the ax across the base of the bastard’s long neck. 

“No! Not the head!’ Gabe shouted. 

But it was too late. The demon’s head thumped to the ground, and bright-green demon blood 
sprayed onto her hands and arms. 

“Tt burns,” she shrieked, fighting the pain to keep the ax in her hands. Why didn’t the demon body 


collapse? She’d heard that chickens ran around headless, but this was worse. The thing’s body 
lurched forward, arms flailing blindly as though he was...searching for her. 

Gabe rushed to her side, grabbing her around the waist, and before she could protest, he carried her 
and the ax back to his car. He set her on her feet at the trunk and pulled out a rag, wetting it with a 
canister of water. He kept glancing at the still-not-dead demon body as he worked on her. 

“We’ve only got a couple more minutes.” He started wiping the green goo off her. The skin still 
looked red, but there were no blisters. Not yet anyway. “Get all the blood off. It’s like a mild acid.” 
He opened the driver’s-side door and handed her the keys. “Once you’re clean, get out of here. I’ve 
got to finish this.” 

Tegan kept wiping, fast, but she had no intention of leaving Gabe to fight alone. Not a chance. She 
tossed the rag back in Gabe’s trunk and stopped when she saw the cache of weapons. In order to 
complete her third-degree black belt, she’d trained and mastered ninja stars, nunchaku techniques 
with nunchakus, and, her weapon of choice, the sword. 

Without hesitation, Tegan grabbed the katana, sliding it free of its sheath. After a couple of practice 
swings she almost smiled. It was sharp and hummed through the air. She turned around and went to 
help Gabe as he landed another ax blow to the demon’s shoulder. But the body still wouldn’t die. 

He frowned, keeping half his attention on her, and half on the demon. “This isn’t a game. I told you 
to get in the car and drive away.” 

Good thing her hands were full or she would’ve socked him. “When I came out here you weren’t 
winning this fight. Now you’ve got your ax back and a dying enemy.” 

“Not exactly.” 

She glanced over at the demon. Three reptilian heads pushed their way through its neck. Black 
forked tongues and orange eyes, and more green blood oozed down the front of its shirt. 

“Holy shit. That is disgusting.” She tightened her grip on the katana. “This is unreal. How do we 
stop it?” 

“That’s what happens when you cut the head off a Viri demon.” He looked her way. “You get three 
more.” 

“How was I supposed to know?” She stayed close to Gabe, her shoulder pressing against his 
jacket. 

“You were supposed to stay inside.” 

They moved together toward the pissed-off three-headed demon. 

Tegan rolled her eyes. “Or maybe you could’ ve told me how to kill the freak.” 

“You have to go for the body with this one.” He took another step closer. “And stay away from the 
fangs. The venom will paralyze you.” 

“Got it.” Together they lunged into battle, and while Gabe dodged the heads to get in closer to the 
body, Tegan spun the katana, slicing off one of the demon’s arms, keeping the demon’s attention on 
her. 

It squealed and hissed, heads bobbing in her direction, flashing sharp fangs. “You’re an ugly son of 


a bitch.” 

Gabe swung the ax at its chest while she dodged a head, followed by a swing of its last arm. Tegan 
countered with a side kick into the open wound in the demon’s side. 

The demon screeched and toppled to the ground. Lifeless. Gabe pushed it over with his foot, 
displaying his ax buried in the creature’s scaly chest. For a minute, she froze, immobile. A pool of 
green blood spread around the demon. The three heads lay still, eyes wide open. 

Gabe walked over and took the katana from her hands. “Are you all right?” 

Tegan nodded, relieved to see Gabe’s chiseled features instead of the horror in her parking lot. “I 
think so.” 

“Good.” He guided her to his car and used the rag to wipe the blade clean before sliding it back 
into the leather sheath. Once the sword was safely in the trunk, he came toward her. He didn’t look 
ready to high-five her for helping him kill the monster in her parking lot. The demon blood on his shirt 
and arms made the green of his eyes brighter, but it did nothing to lighten his expression. A muscle in 
his cheek clenched. 

“Next time I tell you to do something, it needs to happen. This isn’t a sparring match in your dojo.” 

Her eyes widened with shock before her temper caught up with her. “In case you already forgot, 
you killed this thing because J helped you.” 

He stepped into her personal space, but she was too pissed off to back up. Being this close to him, 
she had to look up in order to meet his eyes. Another unexpected fire smoldered inside of her until she 
almost wanted to go inside rather than face him. 

This close she could see the light shadow along his unshaven jaw, and the way his lips parted made 
her pulse pick up. 

“We got lucky.” He swallowed, his eyes locked on her face. Time slowed, and her lips parted. He 
leaned a little closer. His breath caressed her skin. Her heart pounded in her ears. 

Shaking his head, Gabe spun on his heel and stormed over to the body. He turned so suddenly, 
Tegan gasped to catch her breath. 

“ma slayer,” he said, without looking in her direction. “I can take a lot more damage than you and 
live to fight another day.” 

Tegan watched him start tossing all the body parts into a pile. What would he have done if she lived 
in an apartment complex? For the first time she was actually lucky she couldn’t afford the rent on a 
building in a higher-traffic area. 

“Slayer or not, you needed me, and I helped you.” He didn’t even glance her way as he pulled his 
battle-axe out of the body. Apparently he thought the conversation was over. Infuriating. 

Tegan shook her head, walking toward the dojo. As the adrenaline drained from her bloodstream, 
the pain of the demon blood on her bare feet flared. She was going to need another shower. 

She stopped at the door, glaring at him over her shoulder. “You should be thanking me, not giving 
me a lecture on hiding. I’m not a victim, Gabe. I hired you to find the thing that attacked me. I didn’t 
hire you to fight my battles for me.” 


She got inside the dojo and slammed the door. Resting her back against it, her hands started to 
tremble and her breathing went shallow. “No... The danger’s over. I beat it.” She whispered to the 
anxiety rising in her chest. “Not now.” 

She made her way up the stairs on the back wall of the dojo, talking herself down from the panic 
attack that made her limbs tingle. Yesterday she’d laughed about demons being real and today she’d 
helped kill one. 

And that thing called her his master’s woman. She touched the scar on her collarbone and forced 
herself to breathe. She’d die before she let that demon touch her again. 


But maybe that was his plan all along. 


Chapter Four 


Gabe heard the door slam, and his chest tightened. He’d been a total ass. 

But it needed to be done. He wouldn’t have her blood on his hands, too. They were dirty enough 
already. 

He carried his battle-axe back to the trunk and wiped it clean with a sigh. He looked up at her 
window. He’d never met a woman like Tegan Ashton. She had moxie. She also had lips that drove 
him to distraction, not to mention those dark-brown eyes shadowed with wounds no one should have 
to carry, and so much fight and courage that it twisted his gut. 

All he could do was walk away before he pulled her into his arms. Another second of staring into 
her eyes and he would’ ve kissed her. 

The kiss of death. 

Seeing her attacking the demon, cutting off its head, had made his heart stutter. She could’ve been 
killed. And if he didn’t keep this all business, she would. It would only be a matter of time. The 
fucking demons would butcher her just like every person he’d ever cared about. Not that he cared 
about her. It was just the passion and adrenaline of the fight, he told himself. 

The sobering thought kept him focused as pulled out his canister of necro powder. He walked back 
to the dead demon and drizzled the powder over the body. The demon’s skin sizzled and hissed, 
drying until flakes of it blew away in the wind. Gabe capped the container, returning it to his trunk. 
He slammed it shut and leaned against the bumper to regroup. 

Through the open bathroom window, he heard the shower come on. Tegan’s hair hadn’t even dried 
from her first shower. Welcome to the world of demon slaying. Frequent showers were a way of life. 
He glanced up at the window, his mind wandering, imagining her naked, wet. She’d probably 
roundhouse kick him in the jimmies if she had any idea what he was thinking. He smiled before he 
could stop himself. 

Shit. He needed to stay focused. 

Gabe shook his head, walking over to the spot where the demon’s body had been. This job needed 
to get done quickly. The sooner, the better. 

When he was satisfied all traces of the Viri demon were gone, he wandered over to the far side of 
the lot, taking a slow breath. He only smelled the salty sea air. For now. 


Tegan rinsed out her hair, her mood swinging like a pendulum from “That’s it, ’m firing him” to 
“Maybe I should just kiss him and get it out of my system.” For the past four years, she’d worked hard 
building this emotional armor. She didn’t go out dancing anymore. Dating was also no longer part of 
her life. All of her passion, her focus, her everything went into defending herself: 

And today she had actually done it, proven her hard work had been worth it. 

So why didn’t she feel strong and victorious? 

Instead, anger, lust, and hurt commingled into a mild terror weighing down her chest. The 
realization that demons were really a part of the world had been shocking, but she’d held her own. 
She’d stayed strong. 

Yet something about Gabe made her feel weak. Vulnerable, maybe. He also made her want to strip 
his clothes off and explore the scars of his muscled body. 

She closed her eyes as the warm water rolled down her body, imagining Gabe’s hands in her hair, 
her lips caressing and kissing every inch of his body. Every inch. 

Her eyes popped open. This had to stop. A demon was after her. She couldn’t let some stupid 
attraction make her lose sight of the danger. And she needed to call all her students’ mothers to cancel 
the orange belts’ karate class this afternoon before she and Gabe went to check out the hotel. 

The front door slammed. “Tegan?” 

Hearing the rough baritone of his voice made her flush with heat. She turned off the water. “I’m in 
the shower.” 

“T know.” Now his voice came from the other side of the door, startling her. 

She stepped out onto the mat and wrapped herself in a towel. The rough fibers in the terry cloth 
awakened her sensitive skin. She wet her lips and leaned her ear closer to the door. ““What’s wrong?” 

“Besides a Viri demon showing up on your doorstep?” The sound of his muffled chuckle made her 
breath catch. “Just need to wash up before we check out the hotel and hit the mall.” 

“The mall?” Her brow puckered. 

“Well, unless you want to explain green demon blood to your mother tonight...” 

Did he seriously think she was taking him to her mother’s party? He seemed to have a hard time 
remembering that she hired him. And not as a male escort. 

Tegan jerked the door open only to find Gabe’s forearm above her head, propped up against the 
doorframe, his body extremely close to hers. Her exposed skin tingled with awareness. Maybe 
kissing him wasn’t such a bad idea. If he was a horrible kisser, she’d be able to think straight when he 
was nearby. 

At least she’d be able to stay angry, then. 

“Forget the party.” She shook her head. “I’m not paying you to be my date.” 

“Today is on me.” She couldn’t help but notice the way his gaze wandered down her towel- 
wrapped body, but instead of making her uncomfortable it made her feel...powerful. He stepped 
back, breaking the tension building between them. “Ill wait over there.” He tilted his head toward the 
main room. 


“We’re not done here.” 

He turned toward her again, his hair falling over the side of his face. No way in the world that man 
would be a bad kisser. Kissing him was out of the question. 

“Tt doesn’t matter if it’s free or not. I’m not taking you to the party.” 

“That demon out front didn’t convince you of the danger you’re in?” He shook his head, pacing her 
small studio. “You can’t go anywhere alone until we find the—” 

“T get it. There’s danger. But you still can’t come.” She went to her dresser, pulling clean clothes 
and underwear from her drawer. She could feel his stare. Sighing, she turned to face him. “It makes 
me feel pathetic, okay? Are you happy now?” 

“Pathetic?” Confusion lined his features. “How so?” 

“Tm through talking about this.” Tegan gripped her clothes tighter, unwilling to let him any closer. 
“You're not my shrink.” 

“Not my fault you’re not making any sense.” 

“Not making sense?” She was getting dangerously close to yelling, but she couldn’t help it. 
“Nothing about this makes any sense! Hello? I helped you kill a demon this morning.” Now her hands 
joined in the conversation, her bra and underwear waving around as she spoke. “Yesterday I thought I 
was hiring some ghost-hunting geezer to help me track down an asshole who attacked me and is 
apparently still preying on women, but somehow I ended up with a young, good-looking guy sharing 
my shower. Then you go from being nice and funny to bossing me around and not listening to me. And 
instead of thanking me for helping you kill a demon you turn into a total ass. But I’m the one not 
making sense?” 

The corner of his mouth quirked up just a little. “You think I’m good-looking?” 

“Give me a break!” She hustled for the bathroom, calling out, “You’re not coming with me tonight.” 
She slammed the door and pressed her back against it, closing her eyes. 

I’m definitely never kissing that man. 


Gabe looked like a fish out of water on the beach wearing his long black trench coat, but he didn’t 
seem to care. He showed her the weapons stashed in the garment’s inner pockets, and after the 
experience in her parking lot, she understood his desire to be armed at all times. 

She shaded her eyes and looked up toward the sun for the webcam. Once she pointed it out, they 
walked the beach in the area that would’ve been in the webcam’s line of sight. The police had been 
right about no sign of disturbed earth. This was a beach. The tide would wash away any evidence of a 
new grave. The demon wasn’t stupid. 

Tegan sighed inwardly, but she appreciated Gabe’s careful inspection of the area. At least he tried. 

He walked toward her and glanced around to be sure they were alone. Shaking his head, he kept 
focused on the waves. “It’s too late. The bodies only need to incubate for a few hours. She probably 
dug out of the sand just before sunrise yesterday.” 


Tegan cringed. “She’s alive?” 

“No. She’s a demon now. It’s just wearing her body like a costume.” 

“Jesus...” A cold chill ran through Tegan. That could have been her. Her legs wobbled, rubbery. “I 
need to sit down.” 

He pointed out a concrete bench along the boardwalk. “How about that one?” 

His large hand rested at the base of her back, guiding her toward their destination, teasing her with 
his support. It was a tender caress with an undercurrent of strength, as though he was ready to sweep 
her up into his arms at the first sign of her legs giving out. 

Tegan made it to the bench without assistance and rested her elbows on her legs, pulling in a slow, 
deep breath. The waves frothed up the shoreline, but all she could see was the horror of a woman 
clawing her way out from under the sand. 

“T could’ ve been a demon suit.” 

Gabe shrugged. “But you’re not. You’re a survivor, and you’ ll get through this too.” 

“How does it work when he turns them into demons?” 

He stared at her for a second. Probably trying to gauge just how freaked out she would be. Finally 
he replied, keeping his voice down. “Hingo demons reproduce by ingesting the flesh of females and 
then regurgitating it back into the wounds.” He paused. “Her body becomes a cocoon of sorts. They 
bury the female for a few hours and the new Hingo demon digs its way free.” 

She shivered in spite of the warm sun on her skin. “We need to stop him.” 

His rough voice was heavy with conviction. “We will.” 

Tegan turned toward him, the wind pulling at her hair. “That demon in my parking lot. He said his 
master was looking for me. You were right—it 1s me he wants...” 

Gabe watched the waves and then stared at his hands. 

“Damn it.” Her fingers tingled, her lungs constricting. Tegan closed her eyes, forcing herself to 
breathe, slow and steady. 

“You okay?” 

She shrugged without opening her eyes. “I forget what okay feels like. Just give me a second to 
shake this off.” 

His large hand rested on her back, and for a moment she tensed, ready to bolt. Slowly his touch 
moved up a couple of inches and then back down, and gradually she realized she found it almost 
soothing. 

Once the anxiety dissipated, she sat up watching the waves. “Sorry about that. The anxiety attacks 
still dog me when things start feeling out of my control.” 

“Nothing to apologize for.” 

“The day we met, when you took me to get a burger.” Her gaze met his. “Now I get what you were 
saying about taking the time to watch a sunset. If I accept these demons are real, that the one who 
attacked me is still out there, who knows which sunset could be my last?” Her voice drifted off as she 
swallowed her emotions and turned to watch the waves. “I’m going to my parents’ tonight.” She let 


out a humorless chuckle. “Might not get another birthday with them.” 

He took her hand in his, and the awareness of him reassured her, calming some of the panic that 
welled in her chest. “I never said that. We’re going to find this thing and kick its ass all the way back 
to hell.” His voice softened. “But there’s strength in family. You’re going to need all you can get.” 

She glanced over at him. “You sound pretty confident.” 

His gaze connected with hers again. “If you lose hope, it’s too easy for fear to settle in.” 

Her mouth tugged at the corner as she nodded. “That’s pretty Zen for a guy who killed a demon in 
my parking lot this morning.” 

His smile warmed her all over until her toes curled in her shoes. 

“Tm full of surprises.” He glanced down at his jeans, stained with green demon blood. “I’m also in 
need of a clean pair of pants.” 

“There’s a mall not far from here.” Tegan stood up, grateful that her legs were stable again. “But 
youre still not coming with me tonight.” 


Gabe wandered through the H&M men’s section in search of new jeans. No sense spending more 
money than he had to on clothes. Most of them were ruined within a couple weeks anyway. 

Tegan had barely spoken on the drive to the Forum Carlsbad shops other than to complain about not 
having her car. It was probably for the best, but he had to fight to keep from trying to get her to smile. 
Seeing her unhappy chafed him. 

I shouldnt give a shit. 

But apparently he did. 

He grabbed a pair of blue and a pair of black jeans. “How dressy is this party?” 

“You’re not coming.” She kept scanning the men’s shirts. 

“Well if I were going with you, would either of these be all right?” He held up both pairs. 

She shrugged, but he thought she might be holding back a smile. This woman left him hungry for 
more. “The black ones would be all right, if you were going.” 

He tucked the jeans under his arm and made his way to the table of shirts. He stood behind her, 
trying not to notice the spicy sandalwood scent of her hair. The temptation to get closer ate at him. 
Memories of seeing his past girlfriend’s eviscerated body outweighed the temptation, though, and he 
kept his distance. 

“Think I should wear one of those button-downs?” Before she could correct him, he added, “/f I 
were going with you.” 

She lifted a dark brick-red shirt from the rack and held it up to his chest, her fingers so close to his 
neck he could feel the warmth of her skin. Electricity zipped through him, but neither of them closed 
the distance to touch. 

“This one would look great on you.” She hung it back on the rack. “Too bad you won’t be going.” 

He reached over to grab the shirt, his hand covering hers on the hanger. The touch jolted him. “Why 


don’t I get it just in case?” 

She slipped her hand out from under his and shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

He watched her hips sway as she walked away. She didn’t swing them like most of the beach 
chicks he hooked up with. Those women were a distraction, a way to scratch an itch. Tegan was more 
his type. Not that he had a type, not anymore. 

She walked with purpose and strength, inherently feminine, but she buried it, tempting him to entice 
it out of her. Seeing her in nothing but a towel today multiplied the unwelcome attraction. Her soft 
skin begged to be touched. Thinking about it shot heat to his groin. 

Not helping. Gabe ground his teeth, pulled out his wallet, and made his purchases. 

Bag in hand, he convinced Tegan to have lunch with him. She surprised him by choosing Buca di 
Beppo. He didn’t take her for the loud, crowded restaurant kind of woman. Seated in their booth, with 
a pizza and linguine on order, he poured her a glass of wine from the carafe while an old recording of 
Frank Sinatra serenaded them in the background. 

“You come here often?” He glanced over at an alcove dedicated to the pope, complete with 
pictures and a bust of the holy man in the corner. 

“Nope.” She swirled the wine in her glass. “Just thought it might be loud enough to cover the 
awkward silence.” 

He took a swallow of his beer. “Are you telling me you want me to shut up?” 

“Tm telling you it’s been four years since I’ve been out to a meal with a guy I’m not related to. It’s 
going to be awkward.” 

“Doesn’t have to be.” 

The waiter stopped by with their food and Tegan shot hima relieved smile. 

Once they both had plates full of Italian food, Gabe caught her eyes. “Ask me something.” 

She pondered for a moment, swallowing her pasta. “Okay, when did you find out you were a 
slayer?” 

The chunk of pizza he swallowed turned into a garlic-dipped rock in his stomach. “When I turned 
eighteen. Next question.” 

“That’s it?” She tore off a piece of garlic bread. “Did you just get a notice in the mail?” 

“T came home and found my parents’ bodies torn apart and ‘slayer’ written in blood on the wall.” 
He chugged the rest of his beer, wishing it were whiskey. He needed something to numb the emotions 
brewing. The mug thunked against the table, and he noticed that her smile was gone. 

“Tm sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.” Tegan shifted in her seat, her gaze falling to the food in front of 
her. “I thought I was going to die the night he attacked me. It was my birthday.” 

He wasn’t sure why she finally decided to open up about her attack. He had bared a scar; maybe 
this was her way of evening the score. Seeing the distant look in her eyes, he kept quiet and waited 
for her to go on. Frank Sinatra kept crooning about witchcraft, shielding their conversation from the 
sparse lunch crowd seated randomly throughout the restaurant. 

Her lashes fluttered, and her gaze lifted and locked on his. “I met him in a club. I was out 


celebrating, dancing with a group of girls from college. He seemed polite, not grab-assing any of us 
on the dance floor.” She reached for her wine and knocked it back. When she set her glass on the table 
her hands trembled. “He said he wanted to talk. It was too loud in the club so we went outside.” She 
gnawed at her lower lip, turning her attention to the table. “He dragged me down the alley behind the 
club chanting something, and his eyes...” 

Gabe poured her another glass of wine. Tegan took a sip and shook her head. “You probably need 
to know more, but I’m not ready. It’s too...” 

“Yeah, I get it.” Gabe sat across from her seething with rage, and he took a swig of his beer, trying 
to cover the emotion. “This isn’t really the right venue for secret-sharing anyway.” 

When he found the Hingo demon who did this to her he was going to enjoy killing him. He’d 
witnessed firsthand that the woman across from him was tough, a warrior, but that demon had left her 
shaken, her eyes veiled in fear. He’d make sure he died a slow, painful death. 

“Let’s talk about something else.” The H&M bag sat on the seat next to him, and he grinned. “Like 
what time we’re supposed to be at the party.” 

“You don’t give up, do you?” 

He shook his head, relieved to see color return to her cheeks again. “Never.” 

She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. “If I agree to this—and that’s a huge i/—then 
we need some ground rules.” 

He rested his forearms on the edge of the table, leaning toward her. “Go for it.” 

“First,” she said, holding up a finger with a rebellious sparkle to her eyes. This was the warrior he 
was growing too fond of. “If my mom asks how we met, I’m your karate instructor. My mom still 
lacks faith in my business, so if nothing else, shell realize I do have real students. She doesn’t need 
to know most of them are under ten years old.” 

He nodded. “You got it.” 

“Two: my mother will connect the dots herself, so we don’t need to outright lie to her or shock her 
with a public display of affection, okay? If she jumps to the wrong conclusion that we’re dating, then 
it’s her problem.” 

“And no mentioning I’m a PI and currently under your employ, I gather?” 

“Exactly.” She took a bite of pizza. 

“So I guess calling you ‘pumpkin’ is out of the question?” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Definitely!” She shook her head. “In fact, even after the party, you never 
get to call me ‘pumpkin.’” 

“Deal.” He offered his hand across the table to shake on it, but she hesitated. When she finally did 
take his hand, her gaze met his. For the first time since he met this woman, he noticed a hint of trust in 
her eyes. 

“Thanks for letting me come with you.” 

She set her fork down. “Just doing your job, right?” 

She slid out of the booth, leaving him behind, wishing it could be more. 


Chapter Five 


To say Gabe cleaned up nice would be a huge understatement. Tegan came out of her bathroom to find 
him wearing his new black jeans—which fit him just right in all the right places—with a tight black 
T-shirt. He reached for the brick-red button-down, every muscle in his arm tense, making it tough to 
pry her gaze off of him. 

He noticed her, then, hopefully having missed the gawking, and smiled. “You look beautiful.” 

Heat flushed her cheeks. Tegan looked down at her halter dress, hoping to hide the blush. She’d 
never worn this one. She usually wore pants or shorts. In her line of work she didn’t usually have an 
occasion for anything fancier, but the moment she tried on this dress, she had to buy it. The deep teal 
color complemented her skin, and the wide tie that wrapped behind her neck covered her scar 
perfectly. She even put on a little mascara, eyeliner, and lip gloss. 

“Thank you.” She allowed herself to peer over at him again. 

Gabe slipped the dress shirt over the tee and rolled the sleeves partway up his forearms. “What do 
you think, buttoned or unbuttoned?” 

She imagined sliding her hands up his torso, feeling his muscles respond through the T-shirt and 
blurted out. “Unbuttoned.” She cleared her throat, reining in the attraction a notch, and shrugged. “But 
whatever you want ts fine.” 

He flashed her a knee-weakening smile. “Unbuttoned it is.” 

He reached for his coat, and she raised a brow. “You’re bringing your coat and weapons to my 
parents’ house?” 

“You’re what that demon is looking for. ’'m not going anywhere unprepared.” 

She sighed. She never imagined she’d be chatting about carrying concealed weapons to visit her 
folks for a birthday party. She didn’t like it, but he was right. She nodded tightly. 

He started for the door and glanced back at her. ““You ready?” 

She wasn’t sure she would ever be ready for facing her mom with a handsome man in tow. She had 
a very bad feeling about this.... 

“T guess so.” She stepped into her black flats and grabbed her purse. “I wish I had my car.” 

““You’ve mentioned that before.” 

“Have you even checked on it with...what’s her name?” She passed him by, careful not to allow 
any physical contact, and went down the stairs to the dojo. 

“Martie.” He followed her downstairs. “I can call her and check on your car if that’11 make you feel 
better.” He pulled out his cell phone and exited the dojo. 


Tegan set the alarm system and locked the building, trying not to admit she wanted to eavesdrop. It 
was 7:00 p.m. on a Saturday night, and he was calling his “employee” on his cell phone? 

Tegan approached as he was finishing up the call. 

“Thanks, Mart. See you soon, hon. Be careful.” 

Hon. He hung up, and Tegan mentally slapped herself. They were probably dating. That would 
explain why she was available on a Saturday night. Why hadn’t she realized it sooner? Now it 
seemed even more foolish to take him to meet her mother. Ugh. 

She replayed her one meeting with Gabe’s receptionist in her head. Martie was everything Tegan 
wasn’t. Martie’s hair was short and stylish while Tegan’s was usually tied back in a ponytail. His 
receptionist had perfect manicured nails and perfect makeup, and even though Tegan hadn’t been able 
to see her feet, she had no doubt Martie also wore super cute shoes. Tegan stared at her simple black 
flats and sighed. She used to wear cute shoes, but that was before her life became devoted to self- 
preservation. 

She couldn’t kick the crap out of an attacker and run like hell in some strappy Betsey Johnson heels. 
And it made no sense to wear a bunch of makeup when she’d end up sweating it off in the dojo 
keeping her body in ass-kicking shape. 

Not that she cared. It wasn’t as if she was available anyway. She was married to her business and 
keeping it afloat. Besides, trust wasn’t her strong suit. Maybe after they caught her attacker she’d be 
able to move on with her life. 

She’d never had the desire until now. 

Apparently, a sexy guy in a towel had that effect on her. 

Shoving the memory of a mostly naked Gabe out of her mind, she walked over to his car. He 
straightened up from where he had been leaning against the chrome front fender and went to open her 
door. 

“Your car is parked in a long-term parking lot, safe and sound.” 

Tegan made no move to get in the car. “She did not hot-wire my car.” 

“No.” Gabe tried to look shocked by her accusation, but she could see the corners of his eyes 
crinkle as a smile threatened. “I might do something like that, but Martie thinks things through more 
than I do.” 

Of course she did. Gabe wouldn’t date a stupid woman. Tegan sighed, crossing her arms over her 
chest. “Okay, I give. What’d she do with my car?” 

“She called a towing company we’ve worked with before and asked them to move it for her. A 
favor.” He gestured to the passenger seat. “Satisfied? Can we go?” 

“Guess so.” Tegan got in, trying not to let her inner pout spread to her face. “Thanks.” 


Other than telling him when to make a turn, Tegan had gone mute. Was she just nervous about taking 
him with her to her parents’ party or worried about the weapons hidden inside his jacket? Or maybe 


she was having flashbacks of the demon who still hunted her? The damn demon. 

Being near her made it too easy for him to forget his job. The moment she’d come out of the 
bathroom in her dress, all thoughts of demons and monsters had vanished. Her bare shoulders had 
teased him. He’d wanted to feel her skin. 

He’d wanted more than that. 

And when she had stared at him, he’d caught the way she blushed. He could’ve sworn she wanted 
him too. 

But now he was getting the silent treatment. 

He pulled into a Vons grocery store parking lot, and Silent Beauty finally spoke. 

“What are you doing? Why are we stopping?” 

Gabe pulled the keys from the ignition and turned toward her. For a split second, deep in her eyes, 
he saw the panic and fear of someone who knew what it was like to be attacked by someone they 
thought they knew. Without thinking, he reached out to cup her cheek. The moment he touched her, 
lightning burned through his veins. Her skin was softer than he could ever have imagined. How soft 
would her lips be? 

She started to turn her head and accept the comfort he offered before suddenly rocking back in her 
seat, away from his touch. “I’m not going to be able to do this.” 

He lowered his hand in a cloud of confusion. “Do what?” 

“Take you to meet my parents. They'll know something is up.” Her eyes glistened in the dome light. 
“Besides, Martie probably wouldn’t be comfortable with it anyway.” 

“Martie?” Did she hit him in the head with a bat? He could almost see stars with the way his head 
was spinning. “What does Martie have to do with any of this?” 

Her brow furrowed. “She’s your girlfriend, isn’t she?” 

“What?” He would’ve laughed if he was sure she wouldn’t bolt from the car. “Martie has a 
girlfriend. She’d probably laugh her ass off that you thought we were an item, though. She’d be the 
first to tell you she can do much better than me.” 

A crease marred her brow. “When you talked to her on your cell phone on a Saturday night and 
called her ‘hon,’ I just figured you...” 

“Nope.” He shook his head, steadying his mental footing on the quicksand Tegan seemed to 
surround him with. “She was my first paying client five years ago. A demon was blackmailing her to 
keep living in her basement. Once I helped him get the hell out, she came to work for me. We keep 
crazy hours, but it’s just work. Nothing romantic.” 

He wasn’t sure what he expected, but she didn’t hug him or smile or give him any clue about what 
she might be thinking. Instead she opened the car door. “I still don’t understand why we’re at the 
grocery store.” 

“Flowers.” He locked the car and came around to Tegan’s side. “Every mom deserves flowers, 
right?” 

She stared at him for a minute and smiled. A simple gift. His favorite kind. 


He took her hand without thinking about it. She tensed beside him. Her fingers didn’t entwine with 
his. He tried not to take it personally. Much. 

“Loosen up. It’s only for tonight.” 

“T thought we agreed no public displays of affection. My mom can jump to her own conclusions.” 

Gabe released her hand. “Sorry. I got caught up in the... moment.” He was definitely getting caught 
up in her. Dangerous for both of them. 

“T just don’t want things to get complicated.” 

“Right. Good idea.” He cleared his throat and guided her into the store, the subtle weight of his 
hand at the small of her back. “Let’s get some flowers, and get to your folks’ house.” 


The moment Gabe pulled into her parents’ wide, circular driveway Tegan’s pulse went into warp 
drive. Anxiety buried its claws into her shoulders, her muscles bunching up. Regardless of her deal 
with Gabe to refrain from leading her parents to believe they were in a relationship, her mom would 
make that assumption. 

This was a huge, monumental mistake. There was no way she could go through with this. 

She started in her seat when Gabe opened her door. Before she could open her mouth to call the 
whole thing off, he knelt down so they were at eye level. His gaze held hers and steadied her nerves. 

“Remember when you chewed me out after we killed that Viri demon in your parking lot?” 

She nodded and made no move to unfasten her seat belt. 

“You told me you weren’t a victim.” He reached for her hand. His rough fingers soothed her as she 
tightened her grip. “Don’t let that attack hold you back from living.” 

He glanced toward the house. His hair brushed along his shoulder. It looked silky. She wanted to 
run her fingers through it. 

Gabe met her eyes again. ““That’s no demon in there. It’s your mom.” He squeezed her hand. “We 
can do this. Are you in?” 

Staring at this man, this “demon slayer,” holding his hand... It didn’t feel like a simple birthday 
party at her parent’s house. If she got out of the car, her mother would be thrilled. The truth never had 
to come out. But if she got out of the car, she would be closer to Gabe than she’d been to a man since 
that night. 

Maybe she was more of a victim than she’d realized. 

Finally, Tegan nodded and unfastened her belt. “I’m in.” 

Gabe helped her out of the Mustang and she handed him the flowers while they walked to the front 
door. Before he rang the bell, he smiled down at her. “It’s going to be fine. You’ II see.” 

“Remember, no PDA.” 

His crooked smile made her heart flip. “Not unless you start it.” 

“Not a chance.” Her anxiety eased up, and a grin caught her by surprise. 

Gabe pressed the doorbell. A moment later her mom opened the door and bubbled over with joy 


and hugs. “Tegan! I’m so glad you’re here.” 

Tegan held tight to her mom, breathing her in. “Me too, Mom.” 

Her mother pulled back, holding her at arm’s length. “You look beautiful. You’re glowing.” 

Her cheeks flushed with heat. “Thanks.” She glanced over at Gabe. “Oh, Mom, this is my friend, 
Gabe.” Her mother’s attention shifted. “Gabe, this is my mom, Nancy.” 

He offered her the flowers. “It’s great to meet you, Mrs. Ashton.” 

Her mom took the bouquet of daisies and sunflowers and grinned up at him. “They’re gorgeous. 
Thank you. Please come in...” 

Tegan stepped over the threshold, Gabe’s warm hand at the back of her waist. Instead of making her 
tense, his touch steadied her again, reminding her she wasn’t alone. He’d be right beside her if she 
needed him. 

Because I hired him. He’s doing his job. 

Her parents’ large living room featured a wall of glass that overlooked the La Costa golf course, 
with a massive slate fireplace opposite. The room was full of mostly familiar faces. Her parents’ 
friends from the club, some of the women from the children’s charity her mother helped run, and a 
couple of her father’s business partners. 

“Where’s Dad?” 

“Oh, your father is on the patio with the caterers.” She touched Tegan’s wrist, encouraging her 
toward the crowd. “He’ll be in soon.” 

Tegan tensed as the partygoers looked her way. They’d wonder if she was all right now. There 
would be pity and sympathy in their eyes. This was too much. 

She started to pull away from her mom, and Gabe stepped in just in time. “I’ve heard so much about 
Mr. Ashton. I’d love to meet him.” 

Nancy turned, and Tegan swore she saw stars in her mom’s eyes. “All right. Pll hold off the guests 
a little longer.” 

“Thanks, Mom.” 

Once they were out of earshot, she glanced up at Gabe. “Good save.” 

He ran his fingers slowly up her back, sending chills through her body. “Temporary diversion.” 

“Still counts.” She opened the French doors. 

Gabe followed her out into the fully decorated, candlelit patio area. “Wow.” 

Round tables draped in autumn shades of rust, gold, and brown filled the space. Each table had a 
vase with a fresh-cut sunflower, surrounded by tea light candles that warmed the entire patio area. 
The caterers were finishing up with the place settings, and her father stood nearby, his back to them. 

He hovered in the far corner by the covered buffet trays. On the lower level, a deejay worked on 
setting up his sound equipment near the black-bottom pool. Beside the speakers was a draped table 
with a large cake flanked by fresh sunflowers. 

It looked stunning, but even by her parents’ standards, this was over the top. 

“This is incredible.” Gabe took her hand, and her fingers surprised her by twining with his as 


though she’d been holding his hand forever. “I thought we’d just have pizza and birthday cake.” 

Tegan laughed. “My mother’s motto with a party is ‘go big or go home.’” She pointed toward her 
father. “Dad’s over there.” 

She pulled Gabe with her and tapped her dad’s shoulder. “Daddy?” 

He turned around and wrapped her in a bear hug that brought tears to her eyes. The world could be 
ending and her dad’s embrace would still make her feel safe. He was at least as tall as Gabe, with 
silver hair and a twinkle in his dark eyes as if he knew exactly what you were thinking. 

He loosened his grip and straightened up. “You’ve brought a guest along.” He offered his hand. 
“T’m Maddock.” 

“Gabe.” He shook her father’s hand. ““Good to meet you, Maddock.” He released her father’s hand 
and clasped hers again. “That’s Welsh, isn’t it?” 

The corner of her father’s mouth curved up. “Sure is. I was the first of my family to leave the 
island.” He chucked Tegan’s shoulder. “I like this one.” He glanced at Gabe again, all playfulness 
vanishing from his face. “You be good to my girl.” 

“Daddy.” Tegan rolled her eyes. “It’s not like I’m ten.” 

But Gabe didn’t dismiss her father’s admonition. “She deserves no less.” 

“Damn straight.” Her father’s grin returned. “Tegan, go tell your mother the caterers have the food 
all set up. We should eat before it gets cold...” 

Her heart lurched a little at her father’s obvious attempt to get Gabe alone. The caterers could alert 
her mother the food was ready—in fact, they may have already done so. “I’m sure they’ve already 
told Mom.” 

Her father didn’t relent. “You know how she is with a roomful of guests. The caterers won’t drag 
her away like you can.” He winked. “Take care of it for yer old dad.” 

She couldn’t leave Gabe. There’d be questions. How would she answer? What if their answers 
didn’t match? They should have discussed this. 

Panic threatened, but Gabe leaned in close to her ear; the sound of his voice sent a pang of longing 
through her, distracting her from worry. “Everything’s fine. We’ll compare notes when we get to the 
table.” His lips barely brushed her temple. 

She gulped down the mass of conflicting emotions, squared her shoulders, and made herself walk 
away toward the houseful of guests. 


Chapter Six 


Gabe watched Tegan walk away. The woman had no idea how easy it was to pretend to care about 
her. Being this close to her, touching her, blurred the lines. He didn’t get involved with clients. 

In fact, he didn’t get involved with anyone anymore. Those were dangerous lines to cross with 
demons nearby. 

“What do you do for a living?” Maddock’s voice jarred him from his thoughts. “Are you some kind 
of karate wizard like my daughter?” 

Gabe chuckled. “No, sir. I actually specialize in medieval weaponry.” 

“Weaponry?” Her father dodged a caterer carrying glasses. “Like bows and arrows?” 

“Sometimes. I also have swords, battle-axes, katanas, and flails. You name it. I sell a few replicas 
for renaissance fairs, too.” 

“Huh. You make money at that?” Maddock crossed his arms. 

“I do. You would be surprised what a collector will pay for an authentic dagger or bow.” Gabe 
reached into the inner lining of his coat and withdrew a leather-sheathed dagger. The blade was about 
six inches long, and carvings covered the handle. Welsh Gaelic carvings. 

It couldn’t hurt to see if Tegan’s father recognized the words. 

“This is a small piece I stumbled upon recently.” He handed the dagger to Maddock. “It’s worth 
more than my car, so I’ve been carrying it with me for now.” 

He squinted, bringing the handle closer. “Well, I'll be damned.” Maddock twisted the dagger in the 
light. “Y Ddraig Goch ddyry gychwyn. The Red Dragon will show the way.” He lowered the 
weapon, meeting Gabe’s eyes. “This tells the Welsh story of the red and the white dragon. It’s part of 
our national flag.” 

Gabe started to smile. “So you can read the inscription?” 

“Aye.” Maddock handed over the knife with a probing gaze. “How did you come across a dagger 
for a dragon’s heart?” 

Gabe tucked the dagger back into his coat. It was actually a magic-imbued dagger that killed certain 
types of demons. The dragon slaying was a whole new angle. “I ran across it at an estate sale.” He’d 
appropriated it from a demon loan shark, but the demon was dead so technically the dagger was part 
of his estate. 

Gabe lifted his chin a little. “Don’t worry. I’m looking for buyers, not dragons.” 

Maddock broke the tension with a boisterous laugh. He clapped Gabe on the back. “Good answer.” 

The doors opened and Gabe turned to see Tegan and her mother chatting with guests. Now that he’d 


met her parents, it was obvious Tegan had gotten her dark-brown eyes from Maddock, but her smile 
was all Nancy’s. Seeing them together made his throat tight with emotion. He did his best to stay 
away from family events. He didn’t go see movies or read books that involved families. His was 
gone, and nothing would change that, so why dwell on it? 

But now he was surrounded. No escaping the empty chasm inside. 

Tegan approached him with a cautious curve to her lips. “How did things go with my dad?” 

“He’s crazy about his daughter.” He slid his arm around her waist, maneuvering her out of the way 
of a caterer with a tray of drinks. He hadn’t meant for her to end up so close to him, but she didn’t 
jerk away from his touch this time. 

“Thank you.” Relief flushed her cheeks as she smiled up at him. 

He nodded, glancing at the opulence around them. Good thing they had no future together. Even if 
she weren’t a client and if he didn’t have demons hunting anyone he cared about, he’d never make 
enough money to fit into this world. 

Tegan tugged his hand. “We’re sitting over here with my parents.” 

Almost on cue, the music piped up from the pool area. Gabe surprised her by helping to push her 
chair in. When he sat beside her, she patted his leg to get his attention, but he took her hand under the 
table, sending a hot zing of awareness through her body. 

Gabe met her eyes, and the fire in his gaze made her wish this wasn’t a charade. His thumb brushed 
across her knuckles, making her shift in her seat. It’d been so long since she’d been touched by a man. 
Her body acted as though it’d finally found an oasis in the desert, flooding her with unwanted heat in 
her belly. 

He leaned in close to her ear. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah.” She squeezed his hand. “Let’s get through dinner and cake. Then we can get out of here.” 

They filled up on fresh lasagna, Caesar salad, Italian rolls, and sangria, and as Tegan had 
predicted, her mom gushed over Gabe all through dinner. On the other hand, her dad sat back in his 
chair, letting her mom do most of the talking. He kept watching Gabe, then glancing her way. Did he 
suspect something was off? Seeing her mother chatting without that concerned frown on her face made 
the whole charade worthwhile. She didn’t want her dad to break the spell. 

As if he’d read her mind, he interrupted. “Excuse me, Nance. Can I steal Tegan for a minute? I have 
something I want to give her.” 

“Now?” Her mom gave him a pleading look, but he didn’t relent. “Fine, but don’t keep our guest of 
honor long. We still have to cut the cake.” 

Panic seized her. He knows. 

Tegan gripped Gabe’s thigh. Hard. 

He surprised her by draping his arm across her shoulders and giving her a gentle squeeze. “See you 
soon, birthday girl.” 

He brushed his lips against her cheek, but there was nothing chaste about the way his breath 
caressed her skin. When he pulled back, his eyes held hers, that same smoldering fire in his gaze, and 


for a moment, she would have sworn time stopped. Her entire body melted, and she wished she could 
make all the people around them vanish. 

He swallowed. His voice was soft, gruff. “Don’t keep your dad waiting.” 

Tegan nodded, suddenly mute and completely distracted. She stood, laid her cloth napkin over her 
plate, and walked to the French doors where her father waited. 

Once they were inside, he walked her to his office. “This Gabe. He seems...different. You really 
like this one?” 

So much more than I should. “Don’t you?” 

He sat with her on the couch across from his desk. “I’m not sure what to think. You didn’t tell us 
you started dating again, and you show up with this man that you introduce as your friend. You look 
like more than friends to me.” 

She bottled up her sigh of relief. He believed it. For now. “Well, it’s new.” 

“Tm glad you’re finally getting out after...” He glanced toward the door. “But this one doesn’t 
seem like the type you used to bring around.” 

“He’s not.” A defensive ember simmered in her gut. “Gabe’s much better than any of the other guys 
I dated. He respects me and my work.” 

“Did you tell him about the attack?” 

Tegan sighed and stared at her hands in her lap. “Yes, Dad. And he’s ready to kill the bastard if we 
ever seen him again.” 

Her father’s laughter surprised her. 

She raised a brow. “You find that funny?” 

“No.” He patted her leg. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.” 

He stood and walked behind his desk. After opening and closing the drawers in a certain 
succession, a concealed drawer dropped from the bottom onto the floor. 

Tegan squinted, struggling to see the contents. ““What’s that?” 

He scooped it up and laid it on top of the desk. “After you were attacked, I talked to the doctors at 
the hospital. They couldn’t explain the wound. They tried to tell me he stabbed you and that the wound 
was cauterized with acid. It was the only way they could explain it. You should have been bleeding.” 
He stared at his desk. “But then I watched them change the dressing on the wound, and I knew.” 

Tegan scooted to the edge of the couch. “Knew what, Daddy?” 

His dark eyes met hers. “Y ddraig goch. The red dragon. Ever since he defeated the white dragon 
and saved our land, his people have been hunted.” 

“T was not attacked by a dragon.” But she wasn’t ready to tell him it was a demon, either. 

He waved her contradiction away. “He would not look like a dragon in our world.” 

She frowned as he handed her a worn leather book filled with faded Welsh Gaelic scribblings. 
Years ago he’d taught her his language, but without anyone to practice with, she was rusty. It looked 
like names and dates mostly. 

“That’s our family ledger, Tegan. You weren’t the first to bear the mark.” He swallowed and 


cleared his throat. “Just the first to live through it.” 

“The mark?” She closed the book. “What are you talking about?” 

“You weren’t stabbed. You were bitten.” His eyes welled with tears. “I was so grateful you were 
spared. I’d hoped it was over. But tonight, when yer ‘friend’ showed me a Welsh dagger with ‘Y 
Ddraig Goch ddyry gychwyn’ carved into the blade...’ He shook his head slowly. “He’s more than 
he seems, that one. Anyway, it was time. I wanted to tell you. Everything.” 

Tegan’s heart pounded. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” 

“Would you have believed me?” He stared at the ledger. 

“All this time I thought I was crazy.” 

“Tm sorry.” He rubbed his wrinkled brow. “I had no one I could turn to, and when days, weeks, 
months passed...” His gaze met hers. “I started to believe the doctors were right. I was foolish for 
believing the old stories.” 

He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose, holding back any stray tears. “I have no idea how you 
escaped, but there might be something in the ledger that could help.” 

Tegan pressed her lips together. If she leveled with him about Gabe, it might ease his worry, but it 
could also ruin the peace for her mother. 

“Does Mom know about any of this?” 

“Yer mother isn’t of Welsh blood. Dragons and demons are fairy tales for her. I thought it best they 
stay that way.” He paused and glanced at the door. “I want you to take the ledger and show it to yer 
friend. He believes more than you realize. He carries a dragon dagger in his coat.” 

“Gabe hunts and kills demons, Dad.” Tegan sighed. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this.” She 
clutched the ledger to her chest and looked at her dad again. “I told him it would worry you and Mom 
if you found out I hired a private eye.” 

He leaned back in his chair. “The hand-holding, that kiss, was all for show?” 

She nodded. “Yes, but please don’t let Mom in on it. She hasn’t looked this happy since before the 
attack.” 

“Why do you think I brought you inside, eh?” He smiled, and the knot in her stomach loosened. 

They walked back toward the party. “You tell Gabe something for me...” 

“Sure, Daddy.” She looked up at him. “What?” 

“Tell him to kill that dragon.” 

When they got back outside, her gaze locked on Gabe’s, and her breath hitched. Her mind replayed 
the feel of his warm lips brushing her cheek, and the all-too-familiar heat swamped her. The strong 
angle of his jaw, the bright green of his eyes, his broad shoulders, every part of him made her pulse 
race. Then his voice echoed through her mind: just doing my job. This time she was grateful for the 
reminder. 

Tegan raised her chin and walked to her seat. Gabe got up, but she plopped down and scooted her 
chair in before he could help. 

He sat down again and leaned in close. “Everything okay?” 


She nodded. “It’s fine. Can you put this in your pocket?” 

He took the leather journal and slid it inside his coat without asking any questions or making any 
effort to read it. He was a pro, she’d give him that much. 

Her mother chose that moment to stand up and clink her fork against the edge of her wine glass. 
“Can I get everyone’s attention? We’re going to move this party poolside for cake and dancing.” 

The volume increased instantly with guests moving chairs and talking. Gabe took her hand, halting 
her before she could get up. 

“What happened?” His gaze searched her as if he might find answers in her facial expressions. 

Keeping her voice low, Tegan answered. “What happened out here? I thought we agreed no public 
displays of affection.” 

He released her hand like it burned his skin. “Sorry about that.” He shook his head. “You looked 
scared and I...” He glanced her way and then tossed his napkin on the table. “I made a mistake. It 
won't happen again.” 

Gabe got up and followed the crowd to the pool, leaving Tegan behind. She couldn’t take her eyes 
off his back. What was happening here? They had a deal. And she should definitely not be 
disappointed that he wasn’t going to break it again. 

That’s when it hit her. Tonight was a charade, and that made it safe. She could give in to the 
physical desire her body had pent up for the past four years without having to deal with any 
relationship ties. 

She worried her lower lip, giving herself one last chance to come to her senses, but seeing Gabe 
down by the pool watching her made the choice simple. 


Chapter Seven 


Gabe went down to the pool area and headed straight for the table of filled champagne glasses. He 
knocked one back without hesitation. The deejay had “The Electric Slide” blaring beside him. He 
picked up another glass, emptying it while watching some of the partygoers attempting to master the 
dance. 

He shouldn’t have kissed her. Even on the cheek. He’d fucked up the second his lips brushed her 
skin. Royally. He’d misjudged his own control over his attraction for his client. Not Tegan, his client. 
His client who was being hunted by a Hingo demon. 

But he’d seen her face afterward, her eyes, and he’d have sworn she’d enjoyed it, too. 

Damn it. Now he felt like a complete asshole. And worse yet, he still wanted her. He had no 
business wondering what her mouth would taste like or how her hands would feel sliding up his 
chest. 

This was his fault. When had he forgotten this was not actually a date? Rookie mistake. 

“There you are.” He turned to find Nancy reaching for him. “We lost our honored guest.” 

He gestured to the stairs, watching Tegan. “She’s on her way.” 

With every step, her gaze stayed locked on his. He should break the connection and save what was 
left of his pride, but seeing her with the moonlight on her hair, her dress revealing bare shoulders that 
begged to be kissed, he couldn’t look away. 

He was so screwed. 

The crowd parted as Tegan came through, walking directly toward him. His pulse quickened in 
anticipation. 

Of what, God only knew. Maybe that was part of what made this woman so irresistible. 

Now standing toe-to-toe with him, her hands slid across his abdomen and around his waist. She 
rose up on the balls of her feet, her eyes on his. Her lips parted, drawing him closer, and her whisper 
brushed over his mouth. 

“Kiss me.” 

He brought his hands up, not letting himself do anything but obey, and buried his fingers in her silky 
hair, his lips claiming hers. Her tongue slid past his lips. Deep in the back of his throat he growled 
with desire. She tasted like honey and raindrops. Heaven right there in his arms. 

Applause broke the kiss. 

He glanced at the crowd and smiled. Tegan turned around slowly. He could see the blush creeping 
up her cheeks. Taking her hand he addressed the other guests. “Sorry about that, but her birthday kiss 


couldn’t wait any longer.” 

Her mother laughed along with the rest of the crowd, easing the tension. Tegan’s fingers stayed 
laced with his, leaving him to wonder what the hell had just happened. 

Trying to second-guess Tegan was like trying to track a tornado. 

A tornado he had no business chasing. 

Once everyone had champagne, Maddock raised his glass. “A toast to my beautiful Tegan. May this 
birthday lead to many more years of happiness and joy. I love you.” 

“T love you, too, Daddy.” Tegan clinked her glass with Gabe’s before being hustled into the crowd 
for more good wishes and toasts. 

Gabe stayed by the edge of the pool. He nursed his champagne, watching her move. 

“You take good care of her.’”’ Maddock clapped him on the back. 

“Tl do my best.” 

“You better.” He squeezed Gabe’s shoulder until he looked over at him. “She told me yer a dragon 
slayer.” 

Gabe frowned, and it took a second to find his voice. “What?” He forced a laugh and shook his 
head. “No, I just have the dagger for it.” 

Maddock chuckled and lowered his voice. “According to my girl you have more than just the 
weapon.” 

After all their plotting, she’d told her father anyway? He cleared his throat and kept his voice 
down. “Slayer. Demons. No dragons. Least, not yet.” 

“Dragons were the demons of my homeland.” He took a swallow of his champagne. “I gave Tegan a 
book. It’s been in our family for two hundred years. It’s the record of our ancestors who were taken 
by the dragons. Attacked.” 

“By demons.” 

“Suppose you might call them that.” Maddock shrugged. “I don’t understand why our family line 
was targeted, but the killings eventually stopped. I thought the shadow over our bloodline had ended, 
faded into old legends.” He finished his drink and met Gabe’s eyes. “Find the connection.” 

Tegan’s laughter made them both turn, watching her until she smiled in their direction. 

Maddock raised his glass and nodded. “She’s a fighter, my girl.” He glanced at Gabe with a spark 
in his eyes. “And some fights are worth every second, eh?” 

The corner of his mouth twitched, almost a smile. “Yes, sir. They sure are.” 

Her father chuckled and walked to his daughter, pulling her into an embrace. Gabe stared up at the 
moon. He had to keep her safe. 

Kissing her put her in danger. It had to stop. 

The memories of finding Laura’s body crept into his head, turning his stomach. 

He almost flinched when Tegan nudged him. “Cake?” 

“Nah, I’m fine. Thanks.” 

“A bite?” She waved a forkful of cake around his face. 


He rolled his eyes. “How can I refuse?” His gaze locked on hers as his mouth closed over the cake. 

“Isn’t it amazing?” She grinned up at him, licking some frosting from her fingertip. Those perfect 
lips were going to be his undoing. 

“Definitely.” He wasn’t talking about the cake, but he didn’t tell her that. 

She set her plate over on the table as the deejay cranked up the music. “Want to dance?” 

Across the pool a few couples started dancing, and Gabe shook his head. “I believe I was 
promised we could leave after cake.” 

“Oh.” Her grin faltered. “All right.” 

As they said their good-byes, he reminded himself of the danger, of the demon, and that Tegan was 
his client, not his date. No more kissing. 


Tegan caught herself watching Gabe’s profile while he drove. Her lips still tingled from their kiss. 
She wanted more. 

But now it was just them, no audience, no one to fool. Did he even enjoy kissing her? The way his 
fingers had clutched her hair and that deep throaty moan into her mouth made it seem as though he had, 
as though he wanted her as much as she wanted him. 

But now he just drove. Silent. 

“Thanks for making me go to the party. It was good to see my folks.” 

“You told your dad I was a slayer.” He glanced her way for a second. His hands never left the 
steering wheel. 

“You showed him a dagger that mentioned a dragon. He figured it out.” 

He nodded and remained silent. 

Tegan crossed her arms, watching buildings pass by while she waited for him to go on. 

Finally, Gabe grumbled from behind the wheel. “Mind explaining that kiss? Seemed like a major 
infraction against your ‘no public displays of affection’ rule.” 

She shrugged. “Must’ve been the sangria or something.” 

He exited the freeway, stopping at the light. “Sorry, but I call bullshit. Two minutes before you 
were reading me the riot act for kissing your cheek, so you can’t blame the lip-lock on alcohol.” 

“You're right. I didn’t hire you to kiss me.” Her arms tightened around her. “I’m sorry you had to 
endure that.” 

“Endure it?” He scoffed and chucked her chin until she met his eyes. “Nothing to endure. It was a 
helluva kiss, but I need to be sure we’re on the same page. There’s a demon looking for you, and until 
we nail him, we have to stay focused.” 

She nodded while his words “a helluva kiss” played on repeat in her mind. He enjoyed it as much 
as she did. She hadn’t imagined it. 

Which changed absolutely nothing. 

“Sorry about the kiss.” She stared out the window. “It’s been so long. I’m glad I remembered how.” 


Gabe chuckled. “No worries there.” 

She glanced his way. “But you’re telling me we can’t do it again?” They were adults, and her body 
was awakening from a very long dry spell. What was the harm if neither of them wanted a 
relationship? They could focus during the day. She bit back the sly smile that threatened to curl her 
lips. 

Gabe sighed and made a left turn. The opposite direction of her dojo. 

“Where are we going?” 

“We need to talk.” He stopped at a light, but he didn’t look her way. “There’s a blues band playing 
at the Belly Up bar tonight. We can talk there. With any luck there’ll be enough people that if the 
demon sends out anymore scouts, they won’t be able to pick up your scent.” 

Gabe was still stoic when they walked into the Belly Up. Without a word, he took her hand and 
went with her to the bar. She’d lived in San Diego County all her life, but she’d never been inside. 

Nearly 150 people were gathered all over the club. Some were dancing, some seated on couches, a 
few at the bar. She imagined there probably used to be a thick layer of smoke in the place when it 
opened back in the seventies. 

“What do you want to drink?” 

She looked up at Gabe and noticed the huge shark suspended from the ceiling. ““Wow!” 

He almost smiled. “Great decor, isn’t 1t?” 

She nodded. “This is fun.” 

“What? Il you have?” The bartender wiped down the bar and tipped his head to Tegan. 

“Tequila sunrise.” 

“Tll have a shot of whiskey.” Gabe pointed to the band. “I love these guys. They came through one 
of the clubs in Anaheim a few times. Great sound.” 

Tegan watched the band and started to smile. They were older guys, but they could definitely rock. 
The lead singer pulled out a harmonica, playing along with his bandmates on the guitar, stand-up bass, 
and drums. Another guy kicked over his stool at the keyboard, banging the keys and humming some 
harmonies into his mic. 

Gabe leaned in close to her ear. “This is classic Sonny Boy Williamson, ‘Don’t Start Me to 
Talkin’.’” 

Smiling, she gestured him closer and said, “I thought the blues were...sad.” 

Gabe shrugged. “Some are, but most have a groove to them. Everyone gets knocked down by life. 
The blues turn it around ’til things don’t seem so bad.” 

The bartender delivered their drinks, and Gabe put a bill on the bar. 

“That'll be on my invoice, right?” 

Gabe shook his head and knocked the whiskey back. “No. Tonight is...” His green eyes searched 
her features. He put his empty shot glass on the bar. “It’s just tonight.” 

What did that mean? Part of her didn’t want to know. Being out with a man reminded her of all she 
was missing while she honed her roundhouse kicks. She sipped the tequila sunrise, pondering how 


she might balance her life when this mess was over. 

The alcohol quickly numbed her lips and warmed her stomach. Her body swayed with the beat. 
Gabe was right. The blues had a definite groove to them, a strength. 

Bad things happen. Roll with it. 

Gabe took her hand. “The music’s too good not to dance.” 

“So dancing is okay, but kissing is off-limits?” 

“We'll see how you dance. That might be banned too.” His eyes sparkled in the dim light. 

She laughed and got to her feet, her body warm and ready to move. Buzzed but not drunk. Perfect 
for dancing. 

They found a place on the dance floor, and Gabe took her in his arms. He grinned. “‘Cry to Me.’ 
Solomon Burke.” 

The song picked up, and she grinned. “I recognize this one. I think it was in Dirty Dancing!” 

Gabe rolled his eyes. “Follow my lead.” 

He made it easy. He kept her body close to his, his leg pressed right between hers, their hips 
grinding slow and steady together. He planted his feet and slid his hands up to her bare shoulders, 
sending heat to all the right places. Dipping her back, he slowly swooped her torso around and back 
up to meet his eyes. When she came back up she fought to keep her hands from exploring his chest. 

Fire and hunger filled his gaze. He took her hands in his and put them up around his neck. He bent 
down, resting his forehead against hers while they moved to the slow, sexy beat of the tune. She 
caught the sweet smell of whiskey on his breath, tempting her to taste his lips. 

Her entire body was scorching, and it had nothing to do with the tequila. 

Gabe moved her around the floor, leading her as though they’d danced together for years. Her pulse 
thrummed. Being this close to him was more intoxicating than any drink at the bar. She wished the 
song would never end. 

“You make my better judgment fly out the window.” His voice was deep, his lips so close to hers 
that his words brushed across her skin. “I wish...” He shut his mouth and straightened, pushing her 
away into a turn. 

He tugged her hand, and she wound into his arms again. “Should I be sorry?” She wet her lips. 
“Because I don’t think I am.” 

“That’s the rub.” His gaze dipped to her lips, then back to her eyes. “I don’t want you to be sorry 
later.” 

He pulled her closer, swaying with the music. His lips caressed her bare shoulder. She trembled 
and nuzzled into his chest, breathing him in. His scent enticed her desire until her body ached for him. 

The song ended, breaking the spell. Gabe stepped back and applauded the band. Tegan clapped and 
stopped Gabe before he could walk away. 

“T don’t care about later.” She swallowed. “What if all we have is right now?” 


ook 


He stared into her eyes, tormented. She was right. There was no guarantee they’d win this fight with 


the Hingo demon that marked her. 

But he still shouldn’t put her life in further jeopardy. Part of him screamed to walk away, and 
another part of him couldn’t walk away if the devil himself threatened to kick his ass. 

“You might change your mind about that.”’ He took her hand and walked her back to a quiet table. 

She sat beside him, staring into his eyes, and the last thing he wanted was to tell her about Laura. 
What he wanted was to untie the back of that dress and... And he’d never get through this if he didn’t 
stop thinking about getting her naked in his arms. 

Focus. 

“Tve taken plenty of demons out of this world, and it pisses them off. Since I’m a slayer, I’m tough 
for them to kill, but demons are bastards. It didn’t take them long to find my weak spot.” 

“You have an Achilles’ heel?” 

He shrugged. “If you want to call it that.” He needed another whiskey. Maybe five or six more. 
“They hunt the people I care about...and kill them.” He waited for the information to sink in. 

“They killed your girlfriend.” Tegan squeezed his hand. 

“My fiancée.” He swallowed the knot of guilt clogging his throat. “I was supposed to be with her 
that night, but I smelled a demon and went hunting. I didn’t think ’'d be gone long.” No amount of 
whiskey would ease this pain. “I found him attacking a woman. We fought, and she ran away during 
the fight. I never saw her face, but judging by how fast she got out of there, I don’t think he had hurt 
her yet. The demon ended up getting away, but the woman did too, so at least it wasn’t a total loss. 
And Id still make it to dinner.” 

He pulled his hand from hers and turned the candle on the table. He stared into the flame, wishing it 
could burn the image from his mind. 

“When I got home, I called for her, apologizing for being late. And then I smelled them. Demons. I 
ran through the apartment and found her all over the bathroom. Pieces everywhere. The little fuckers 
knew I would have to clean it up myself. I couldn’t get the police involved.” He ground his teeth 
together, forcing back the emotions. “Laura was innocent. Her only mistake was falling for me. I 
cared about her, so they lured me away that night and killed her.” 

“Gabe, I...’ She covered her mouth, her eyes shining in the candlelight. “I’m sorry.” 

“T didn’t tell you this for sympathy.” He took a deep breath and forced himself to look at her. “I’m 
telling you because I’m having a hard time thinking straight, and I don’t want to put you in more 
danger than you already are. This is serious, Tegan.” 

He reached over to take her hand, selfishly aching to feel her skin. Touching her left him 
defenseless to the insatiable hunger for her. He needed her to end this and save them both. 

Desire made his voice low and husky as he leaned in closer to her. “If I go back to your place 
tonight, I’m not sleeping in that fucking chair, and we’re not going to sleep until we’re too exhausted 
to do anything else.” 

He waited for her to slap him or storm out. But she stayed close, her lips parted, and color crept up 
her chest. That wasn’t the reaction he’d been counting on. 


Gabe ground his teeth together, struggling to hold on to the last thread of his self-control. “I need 
you to tell me no, Tegan.” 

Instead, her fingers tangled in the back of his hair, and her lips crushed against his, parting, inviting 
him to taste her, their tongues wrestling in a slow, sensual exploration. 

The best fucking “no” ever. 

Gabe groaned, pulling her close, his heart racing as her soft breasts pressed against his chest. He 
wanted to enjoy every curve of her body, but he couldn’t touch. 

Way too many people and too many clothes. 

Heat burned in his groin until his jeans were painfully tight in the crotch. He’d never wanted 
anyone as urgently as the woman in his arms. Damn it. 

He was through fighting. He needed her. Now. 

He broke the kiss. “Let’s get out of here.” 

She nodded, her cheeks flushed, her lips swollen. Yeah, they needed to get back to her place. Right 
now. 

He shifted himself so he could walk, and got her to the car only stopping to kiss her a couple more 
times along the way. 


Chapter Eight 


Gabe drove to her dojo in record time. Normally she might have been tense when the tires squealed 
around a couple of turns, but tonight, the rumble of the Mustang’s V-8 made her heart pound for 
another reason. 

He pulled into her tiny parking lot and turned off the engine. Without hesitation, his hand slid into 
her hair and his lips brushed hers, lightly teasing her mouth open. Her tongue explored, tasting him 
until he groaned into the kiss, deepening it. 

Hunger consumed her. She ran her hand farther up his thigh until she massaged the rock-hard bulge 
in his pants. She hadn’t been intimate with anyone in a few years, but she couldn’t ever remember this 
kind of overwhelming desire. The urgent need for Gabe’s touch silenced all rational thought. 

If they stripped naked in the car, so be it. 

Her skin tingled as he caressed her bare thigh under her dress. Heat shot through her, coiling in her 
belly. She parted her legs for him, and Gabe growled against her lips. “Let’s get inside.” 

Tegan’s knees wobbled when she got out. Gabe leaned into the car and opened the glove 
compartment, dug around inside, and then slammed it quickly, pocketing a box of condoms. 

Birth control hadn’t even crossed her mind. It had definitely been too long. 

He walked her to the door, his arm around her waist. Her hand trembled, and she struggled to slide 
the key into the lock. Thankfully, she still remembered the code to the alarm. 

She reached for the light switch, but Gabe caught her hand and brought it to his mouth. “I should be 
stronger.” He bent to kiss her lips, slow and tender until the rest of her body ached for his attention. 

He hummed against her and whispered, “Last chance to...” 

She brought her finger up to cover his lips. In the dim glow from the streetlight outside she 
memorized his features, her gaze locked on his. “I want you.” 

Inside the dojo he kissed her again, hard and urgent, his tongue tangling with hers. Tegan tugged at 
his T-shirt, pulling it free from his jeans, and moaned when she finally ran her fingers up his tight abs, 
exploring his bare chest. His skin was hot, and his muscles responded to her touch, tensing. Her pulse 
raced. 

They weren’t going to make it upstairs to her bed. 

And she didn’t care. 

Gabe held her tight, maneuvering her past the stairs, to the rear wall of the dojo. He broke the kiss 
and yanked his shirt over his head, taking the button-down with it. The second he was free, he had her 
back in his arms. His bare skin burned through her dress. Skin-to-skin contact consumed her thoughts 


while her fingers made quick work of the button on his jeans. 

His strong hands moved up her back to the tie at the base of her neck. As soon as he freed the dress, 
the fabric slid down her skin, and her heart stuttered. For a split second, a surge of panic shot through 
her. 

Gabe made no move to pull her dress down. His lips caressed her neck, just below her ear, his 
voice husky with desire. “Stay with me.” 

Passion overwhelmed the sudden hesitation. She nodded, her eyes drifting closed as his lips moved 
across her collarbone. “Don’t stop.” 

He smiled against her skin. “Not a chance.” 

With the button open on his jeans, she carefully slid the zipper down, freeing his erection. She ran 
her fingers along his length, enjoying the sound of his deep growl. 

Gabe’s lips brushed her shoulder. “This dress comes off...now.” 

She raised her arms, and he pulled the dress over her head, letting it fall to the ground. The cool air 
rushed over her flushed skin for a moment before Gabe’s arms were back around her. The feel of his 
muscled chest pressed firm against her bare breasts made her gasp with pleasure, her body growing 
wet with anticipation. 

“T need you.” She gasped between urgent kisses. 

One hand brushed along her hip and he helped her out of her lace bikini underwear, nibbling around 
her belly button. He slipped off his jeans in one quick motion before he slid a finger inside her. She 
trembled, her knees going weak. Her hips tilted toward him. Had she ever wanted anyone this much? 

Gabe straightened up and claimed her mouth again. The tip of his erection pressed against her, and 
he groaned. “Condom.” 

Her heart raced as he snagged his coat from the floor and dug into the pocket. Every part of her 
called out to him, wanting him back where he belonged, against her, inside her. He tore open the 
packet and was in front of her again, his lips sliding against hers. Such a delicious mouth. She was 
pretty sure she could kiss him forever, and it still wouldn’t be enough. 

Suddenly he lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he turned to rest her back 
against the padded wall. He rocked his hips forward, rubbing her opening, teasing. Her body ached, 
and she writhed until his control vanished and he thrust into her, making them one. 

Pleasure shot through her as he filled her completely, and she scratched her nails over the tattoo of 
the Celtic knot on his back. She caught their reflection over his shoulder in the mirrored wall on the 
other side of the dojo. In the dim, yellow light of the streetlamp outside, she watched his hips grind 
into her, his ass taut, his muscles contracted and tight while he held her up. She’d never seen such an 
erotic vision, let alone dreamed she’d be a part of it. 

His body fit hers perfectly, so naturally, every thrust bringing her closer to the peak. Her muscles 
pulsed around him. His grip on her hips tightened, and he pumped into her harder. 

“Tegan,” his voice was low and gravelly, meant only for her to hear. “Let go...” 

And she did, her entire body trembling as the orgasm rumbled through her. Gabe thrust into her 


faster until he exploded with her. She relaxed, resting her head against his chest, trying to catch her 
breath. He didn’t move, his body still deep inside of her. 

He loosened his grip on her legs, but he kept holding her off the ground. A soft kiss brushed her 
damp forehead. “Hope I didn’t hurt you.” 

Exhausted laughter bubbled from her lips, sounding much sexier than she’d intended, even to her. 
“Nothing about that hurt.” She looked up at him, her heart stuttering at the sight of his grin. 

“Good.” He pulled her closer and placed a soft kiss on her shoulder, sending a shiver through 
Tegan. 

He slipped free from her, setting her down gently. He stepped away to pick up their clothes, and 
when he turned around the condom was gone. 

And he looked ready for more. 

Catching her staring, Gabe grinned. “This is the only perk of being a slayer. I recover much faster.” 

Tegan wet her lips and smiled. “Race you upstairs.” 

Sweaty and sated in her bed, Tegan struggled to breathe. Gabe stared into her eyes without saying a 
word. Was he already regretting being with her, worried that she was in more danger from demons 
looking to attack his weak spot? Or was he hoping she remembered that this was a no-strings-attached 
night? 

Maybe she didn’t want to know. 

His lips brushed hers, and they untangled their limbs. Gabe sank onto the pillow, and she lay beside 
him, her head resting over his heart. The sound of its steady beat calmed her. What was she afraid of? 
This was what she wanted, needed. Wasn’t it? 

Her mind refused to quiet. She’d never been a casual sex kind of girl. In fact, if this was a one-night 
stand then it was her first. But it probably wasn’t the only one for Gabe... He’d told her the demons 
made it impossible for him to risk a relationship, yet he had a box of condoms in the glove box of his 
car. 

Always prepared. 

Did every woman who hired him get this “service”? 

Suddenly she felt naked. Really naked. 

Tegan got up and crossed the room to her closet. 

“Where are you going?” His voice still had that throaty tone that made her pulse race. 

Wrapped up in her robe, less exposed, she glanced his way. “I need to go to the bathroom. I'll be 
right back.” 

His smile faded. ““We’re the only ones here. You don’t have to cover up.” 

“Tm just a little cold.” She made a beeline for the bathroom and closed the door. 

Tegan turned on the faucet and closed the lid on the toilet. She sat down, the soreness of her body 
making her chest tight. Now that the blood had returned to her brain, her mind wouldn’t shut up and 
leave her alone. She’d needed him with every fiber of her being, but now that she’d had him, she 
wasn’t sure where to go from here. Could she leave it at just one might? Something meaningless and 


easily cast aside? Is that what he wanted? 
Suddenly she was in deeper than she ever intended. 


Gabe rested in bed, the afterglow snuffed out by Tegan’s quick departure. He kept replaying the night 
in his head, searching for anything that might have upset her. 

It distracted him from the desire simmering in his heart, the words that nearly spilled from his lips. 
He wanted more than one night with her. This was more than lust and passion. Holding her in his arms 
filled the chasm of emptiness inside him. He clenched his jaw. 

What he wanted would get her killed. 

Staring into Tegan’s eyes, feeling her cling to him... Shit, it was amazing. It went beyond physical. 
This woman understood what he was and still wanted him. He’d always kept the slayer part of his 
life a secret. Even Laura hadn’t known who he really was and what he did. 

Getting naked physically was one thing, but being stripped bare about who he really was 
heightened every touch. This wasn’t good. Tegan awakened parts of him he thought had died the night 
he’d found Laura’s body. She was smart, sexy, and... He sighed, glancing toward the bathroom. 

And now she’d been locked in the bathroom for almost fifteen minutes with the water running. 

Gabe got up and went to the door, tapping on it lightly. “Tegan? You all right in there?” 

He was pretty sure he heard a sniffle. Damn it. He pulled his hair back from his face and took a 
deep breath. 

Her voice came through the door. “You don’t have to wait up for me. I can sleep in my reading 
chair.” 

The chair? What the hell? He did his best to bury his frustration. “No one is sleeping in the chair 
tonight.” 

She yanked the door open. He almost flinched. 

“Tm not paying you to be my boyfriend. We don’t have to pretend it was anything more than sex.” 
She pressed her lips together for a second. “Really great sex.” 

“T’m lost here.” Gabe rubbed his hands down his face. “Where is this coming from?” 

She kept her arms crossed in front of her, holding her robe shut tight, as if she hadn’t been naked in 
his arms a few minutes ago. “I should have put it together earlier, but apparently I wasn’t getting 
enough blood to my brain. You told me you couldn’t have any relationships because the demons 
would kill anyone you cared about. Then we got here and you already had a pack of condoms at the 
ready.” 

“This 1s about condoms?” It was like she spoke another language that he didn’t quite understand. 

“No, it’s not about condoms.” She swallowed hard and lowered her voice. “This is my own fault. I 
thought I’d be all right with this. You were up-front with me that you couldn’t have a relationship, but 
it’s easy to forget when I’m all tangled up in your arms. Now that I can think straight, I put two and 
two together. You avoid relationships, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have sex. ” She sighed, the fire 


fading from her eyes. “What I’m trying to say is I get that this was just a hookup for you, so we don’t 
have to snuggle and pretend it’s more than it was. I’m not that desperate.” 

She moved around him and sat on her easy chair. Words escaped him. Part of him screamed to 
leave her there and just go to sleep. 

But another, stupid, selfish part of him couldn’t walk away. 

He stood in front of her, willing her to look up at him. “I’m not going to talk to the side of your 
head.” 

She turned a little but made no eye contact. “Go wrap a towel around yourself or something.” 

The corner of his lips quirked. “You were the one who took my clothes off.” 

“Well, you need something on now.” 

“Give me a break, Tegan.” 

Her fiery gaze met his. “Fine. What?” 

“TI do have condoms in my car, and I have been known to have sex. I’m no saint.” Hurt etched her 
features. “But this is the first time I’ve ever been with a woman who knew about slaying demons, or 
about Laura, or my folks. I’m still trying to figure out how to make this only about sex. If it were just a 
hookup, I wouldn’t have to worry about demons targeting you.” 

Tegan got up from the chair, but she didn’t make a move to touch him. “When you were staring at 
me earlier...I thought you were trying to tell me something, then I remembered the condoms at the 
ready and I thought...” 

Something knotted in his gut. “You thought I was an asshole who fucks people who hire him.” She 
didn’t deny it. He shook his head. “Nice.” 

Gabe went over by the bed and swiped his clothes up from the floor. Yanking on his sweatpants, he 
tossed the shirts in his duffel bag and moved around her to the chair. 

“Guess I was wrong about no one sleeping in this chair tonight, but it sure as hell isn’t going to be 
my client.” 

Hurt flashed across her face like he had slapped her, but she recovered before he could say 
anything. 

“So I’m back to being your client. You said this wasn’t just a hookup.” 

He shrugged and settled into the damned chair. “That was before I realized you pegged me for some 
kind of sleaze who preys on his customers.” 

“What was I supposed to think?” She dropped her arms, her hands balling into fists at her sides. 
“We met two days ago and you told me you can’t risk a relationship, but you sure have plenty of 
condoms on hand.” 

“Maybe you should have thought about that before you took my pants off.” 

This time the hurt in her eyes didn’t flicker. It lingered, wounding him. 

“Maybe I should have.” Tegan turned and walked back to the bed. 

She lay down without removing her robe, resting on her side. He stared at her back, willing her to 
roll over, but she never moved. 


It was for the best, but that didn’t make it suck any less. Holding her naked body in his arms, feeling 
her give herself to him, trust him, he’d never felt so amazing. 

Like a goddamn superhero. 

But they barely knew each other, and she had enough trouble with demons without his attention 
making her a bigger target. Better that she hate him and live, than... 

He couldn’t finish the thought. 


Chapter Nine 


Tegan woke in a haze, grimacing when she sat up. The tequila and champagne from the night before 
made her tongue feel coated in cotton. She hadn’t even been drunk—just a little buzzed. Hardly 
enough to earn this kind of morning-after breath. She yawned and rolled over to see her alarm clock: 
6:30 a.m. 

She glanced across the room. A half-naked man sprawled across in her easy chair. Hurt and a spark 
of regret crept into her consciousness as her mind replayed her fight with Gabe. A little bit of guilt 
mingled with the cocktail of ugh she had brewing. 

She’d obviously offended Gabe when she’d thought he might sleep with all of his clients. But he 
hadn’t told her she was wrong. 

Her hips were stiff and sore when she stood up. The image of Gabe’s naked, muscular body 
grinding into hers against the wall of her dojo filled her mind. Heat flushed through her until she 
nearly smiled. Adjusting her robe, she wandered toward the bathroom, pretending she wasn’t staring 
at Gabe’s bare chest. 

One arm rested above his head, giving her a nice view of his biceps. His disheveled hair and 
peaceful expression warmed her heart. Too bad he wasn’t as sweet when he was awake. She stopped, 
tempted to run a finger down his cheek. Fine stubble shadowed his jaw, and she swallowed the desire 
that smoldered inside her belly. 

Client. That’s what he called her. Only a client. 

But making love to her until her body was deliciously sore wasn’t the job she was paying him to 
perform. Stoking the embers of her anger, she turned and walked into the bathroom. 

oh KR 

Gabe waited for the door to close before he opened his eyes. He’d been awake for a few hours. In 
fact, he hadn’t slept more than a couple hours at a time since he took this case. Nightmares weren’t 
unusual for him given his line of work, but something about this case kept him up. 

He closed his eyes again the moment Tegan stirred in the bed. Since he still had no idea what to say 
to her, he figured pretending to be asleep was probably his best course of action. 

He got up and pulled on a clean T-shirt. After running a comb through his hair, he went down to the 
dojo to retrieve his coat. Time to start thinking with another body part. 

Downstairs, he carefully pulled the small leather-bound journal from the pocket of his jacket. Tegan 
had slipped it to him during her birthday party the night before, but shortly afterward she’d kissed 
him, so any hope of clear thinking was lost at that point. 


The woman knew how to kiss. 

A mental image of her above him, working her hips into him, a sensual smile on her face, threatened 
to derail his concentration. The flame of desire fizzled, though, when he remembered the look on her 
face when she’d admitted thinking he got that personal with a// his female customers. 

He cracked a window, hoping some fresh air might clear his head. Shifting himself inside his 
sweats, he sat in one of the chairs along the sidewall and opened the book. 

It was all in Welsh Gaelic. Shit. He could make out a few words, but otherwise he was lost. He 
glanced up the stairs to the door to her loft. Tegan’s father spoke Gaelic. Had he taught his only child? 

He flipped through the pages, recognizing some Welsh names. Her dad had instructed her to find a 
connection, a reason Tegan wasn’t the first of her ancestors to be attacked. He squinted, concentrating 
as if the words might suddenly mean something to him. Flipping to the back pages, he turned until he 
found the final page with writing on it. 

Tegan Ashton. She was the last entry. 

If he had a clue what the book referenced about the attacks or who the people listed were, he might 
be on to something. A gust of ocean wind blew through the open window of the dojo along with a 
unique scent. 

Demon. 

His muscles contracted and he peered out the window, scanning the lot. Nothing. 

Glass shattered upstairs, drawing his attention. 

“No,” someone pleaded. Chairs crashed, maybe a table. “Wait. I seek Gabriel,” a voice squeaked. 

Tegan answered, “He’s the one who told me demons lie, you winged bastard.” 

Gabe ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time. He opened the door to find Tegan in a fighting 
stance, a butcher knife in one hand and the other ready to strike the bluish-colored demon who had his 
back up against the wall. 

“Tegan, wait.” 

She didn’t take her attention off the creature. “I’ve got it under control.” 

“T can see that.” He took a step closer. 

“No more kicks,” the demon squealed. “I have information.” 

Gabe faced Tegan, but she remained ready to attack. “I know this one.” The knife didn’t lower. 
“He’s my snitch.” 

Her gaze finally met his. “He flew in through the kitchen window. I thought he was...” 

Gabe nodded and tried not to notice that she was still wet, wrapped in her robe and nothing else. “I 
know. Better safe than sorry.” 

She lowered the knife, and the demon stepped away from the wall, rubbing at his middle. “You owe 
me extra, slayer. She attacked me.” 

“Serves you right, Lago.” Gabe picked up the toppled chairs and her card table. “Where do you get 
off flying through a window?” 

The stout demon narrowed his silver eyes. “Your scent led me.” He pointed a gnarled finger at 


Tegan. “She hit me before I could speak.” 

“You could have come to the door in your human disguise.” Gabe rolled his eyes. “Enough sob 
story. What do you have for me?” 

“Blood first, then information.” 

“Blood?” Tegan frowned. 

Gabe raised his hand slightly to silence her, his attention remaining on Lago. His informant usually 
showed up looking like a plumber complete with overalls and a stained baseball cap. Why would he 
risk flying and exposing his true form? 

He pushed the questions aside. Negotiations with demons were precarious at best. One slipup and 
he’d be in deep shit. 

“How much blood?” 

Lago pressed his lips together, glancing at Tegan. “Send her away, then we deal.” 

Gabe shook his head. “She stays or no deal.” 

“At least a pint.” His black tongue swiped across his thin lips. 

“A pint?” What kind of intel did Lago have? 

The demon’s head bobbed, and Tegan stepped beside Gabe, lowering her voice. “Please tell me 
you ’re not negotiating over your blood.” 

He spared her a quick look. “You worried about me?” 

She rolled her eyes and kept her butcher knife handy. 

Lago snorted. “Deal or no deal, Slayer?” 

“Tf the information is good, you get your payment. If not, I get three questions.”’ Counter offers were 
a requirement when bargaining with demons. Without them, they lost all respect for you. 

“Blood first and two questions,” Lago shot back. 

“Information first and half a pint.” Gabe narrowed his gaze. 

The demon closed his bulgy eyes for a moment, and when he focused on Gabe again, he stretched 
up to his full height of about four feet nine inches. He clenched his bony fists, his small blue wings 
flapping three times in annoyance. “One pint or no deal.” 

Gabe’s gut twisted. The information had to be good or Lago would have caved to three questions. 
The little bastard always negotiated. “One pint after the information.” 

Lago nodded. “Deal has been made.” His sliver eyes shifted around the room. “A demon builds his 
army.” 

Gabe crossed his arms over his chest. “Happens every day. You call that information?” 

The demon picked at one earlobe. “There’s more.” 

Tegan moved closer to Gabe. Her robe brushed against his hip, and his arm ached to slide around 
her waist. He kept them crossed in front of him. Tight. “Spill it, Lago.” 

The demon glanced at the windows and the door, then lowered his voice to a haggard whisper. “He 
seeks the notice of the president.” 

“The president knows about demons?” Tegan whispered. 


Gabe shook his head. “There are levels of leadership in hell, too. It’s a parallel dimension to our 
world. They’ve got a few presidents of their own.” 

Gabe uncrossed his arms and leaned down, closer to Lago. Staring into his liquid silver eyes, Gabe 
asked, “Which president, Lago?” 

“No idea.” Breaking eye contact, the demon shrugged his shoulders, and his wings fluttered. His 
tell. Gabe snatched the tip of Lago’s right wing and jerked the demon off his feet. Lago screeched 
loud enough to peel paint. Tegan covered her ears. 

Gabe would take Advil later. 

“Don’t lie to me, demon.” He dropped Lago onto the floor in a heap. “One more time, which 
president?” 

Lago yanked his bruised wing down, licking at the wound with his black tongue before glaring up at 
Gabe. “Haagenti.” 

“You can’t be serious.” Gabe frowned. “Why would a demon want his attention?” 

Lago narrowed his eyes. “One pint.” 

If what the demon shared was true, it was invaluable information. Gabe grudgingly nodded. “One 
pint.” 

Lago’s thin lips twisted into an evil smile. “This demon is trapped in the human world, and he 
wants to go home. If he can open the portal between this world and hell for Haagenti to cross over, 
the president will grant him passage home. His imprisonment in the human world will be over.” 

“What demon is it?” As if finding Tegan’s demon and keeping her safe wasn’t enough to keep him 
busy, if a president of hell crossed over into this world... Shit. He didn’t even want to think about it. 

“No one knows.” Lago spread his claw-tipped fingers. “Time for you to pay.” 

Gabe glanced at Tegan. “You might want to wait downstairs.” 

She shook her head. “No way am I leaving you alone with a demon.” Her knuckles tightened on the 
butcher knife. 

“T can handle it.” 

“Good.” She lifted her gaze to meet his. “Then I won’t have to take another shower to wash off 
demon blood.” 


Lago shuffled forward and grabbed Gabe’s right arm, turning his palm up to expose the veins on his 
wrist. Tegan held her breath, wondering how the blood exchange would take place. Did Gabe bleed 
into a glass? Maybe a measuring cup? 

The demon’s eyes glowed as he opened his mouth, exposing serrated teeth. Tegan’s stomach 
lurched when the creature bit into Gabe’s wrist. His demonic growls and sucking noises didn’t help. 
She forced her gaze from the disgusting demon and looked up at Gabe. 

“Has he taken a pint yet?” She held the knife so tight her fingers were cramping. 

Through gritted teeth, he muttered, “Deals with demons are magically bound. He and I will both 


know when the debt has been paid.” 

“Does it hurt?” The second the words left her lips she wished she could reel them back in. “Sorry. 
Stupid question.” 

“This isn’t the first time. Pll be fine.” 

More slurping noises filled the silence. She cringed. “I thought vampires were the bloodsuckers.”’ 

Gabe almost smiled, but it could have been a wince. It was tough to tell while a demon chewed 
through his skin. “Slayer blood is a delicacy for a demon. Like honey in a world without sugar. It’s 
worth much more to them than any amount of money. The good news is that being a slayer will make 
my body recover more quickly. I can lose a pint a few times a week and still be all right.” 

Suddenly the demon stepped back, almost stumbling. “The debt is claimed.” His black tongue 
swept the last traces of Gabe’s crimson blood from his lips. 

Gabe covered the wound with his other hand. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Find out which 
demon is attempting to bring the president through.” 

Lago grinned, exposing his bloodstained teeth. “If the portal opens and the president crosses over, 
the demon’s identity will make no difference.” 

“Then you better get me the information fast.” 

The demon rolled his eyes. “Not so easy, but I listen.” He hopped up to the windowsill over her 
sink, spry for a creature who was probably as wide as he was tall. Hunching his back, he squeezed 
through the opening, his wings fluttering until he caught a breeze and glided away. 

Gabe groaned. “I gotta sit.” 

Tegan dropped the knife on the floor, her arm wrapping around his waist. Once she had him settled 
in a chair, she went to the fridge. Her heart sank. 

“Want a glass of water?” 

He nodded. “Water’s fine.” 

Placing a glass of ice water in front of him, she sat across the table. “You’re really pale.” 

He glanced her way, the corner of his mouth curving into a lopsided smile that made her heart 
stutter. “Red meat would probably help.” 

“We better get you cleaned up before we go in search of meat.” She got up and pulled her first aid 
kit down from the cabinet beside the sink. “Let me dress the wound. I don’t want to think about the 
kind of sick bacteria that thing probably carried.” 

He moved his hand, and only dried blood remained. The bite had already closed. All that was left 
was a semicircle of tiny scabs. 

“Wow.” She glanced up at his face. 

“Still hurts like a son of a bitch.” He tipped his head toward her easy chair. “The book your dad 
gave you is over there with my coat. Can you read Welsh Gaelic? He told me it’s a record of 
demon...” He paused for a second. “Or dragon attacks on your family. If we find a pattern it could 
help me see how you’re connected. Maybe we can make some sense of it over lunch?” 

Tegan nodded and stood up, heading for the bathroom. “Rest up for a minute, and I’ll get ready.” 


Safe in the bathroom, she took a few long, slow, deep breaths. Her fingertips tingled, and her heart 
still raced like a freight train. She did her best to ease her anxiety, but a freaking demon had flown 
through her kitchen window and feasted on Gabe. It was tough to convince her anxiety that all’s well. 

What had happened to her normal life? Her world? 

Presidents of hell? 

Breathe. 

Another deep breath and she opened her eyes staring in the mirror. Get a grip. 

Would she ever have a grip again? 

She took some comfort in hanging her robe and pulling on her clothes, simple tasks that didn’t 
involve blood or demons. Her hair was still wet, but she brushed it into a ponytail anyway. She 
glanced at her makeup and decided not to bother. She was working with Gabe. This wasn’t a love 
connection. 

The thought of connecting with him again flushed her skin with heat. 

She rolled her eyes at her reflection. When this was over, she was done being Rapunzel in her 
tower. It was time to rejoin humanity. 

Gabe was only a temporary part of it. 


Chapter Ten 


Gabe wolfed down a carne asada burrito and started on his rolled tacos. His equilibrium finally 
seemed to be returning. Tegan dropped his keys in his lap before rounding the concrete picnic table to 
sit across from him with the old leather-bound book in hand. He’d been too light-headed to drive, and 
now it was impossible to concentrate on anything but the sway of her hips. He could still imagine his 
hands on those hips. 

“Thanks.” He pocketed his keys. “Glad you could drive a stick shift.” 

“Tt was fun.” Tegan sipped her iced tea. “My mom used to have a Datsun 280Z. She loved that 
thing.” 

“You're the first woman who’s ever driven the Mustang.” He took a swig of his Dr Pepper. 

She raised a brow. “None of your other clients get to take it for a spin?” 

His shoulders stiffened. “No, they don’t.” He frowned, his eyes narrowing into a glare. “Even 
though, according to you, I only take on female clients who are smokin’ hot and willing to let me in 
their pants. Give me a goddamn break.” 

He stood up, ignoring the wave of dizziness. Balling up his wrappers, he walked to the trash can. 
Right now, he needed a little space to cool down, but until he found the demon who bit her, he had to 
stay close. What she thought of him shouldn’t matter, but it still got under his skin. And that pissed him 
off more. It wasn’t in either of their best interests for him to care. 

Staring up at the sky, he sent up a prayer for serenity, and in that second she’d gotten up and started 
walking down the sidewalk away from him. He should’ve just let her go, but jogged after her anyway. 

When he caught up, he matched her stride. “Got a better offer?” 

“Enough.” Tegan heaved a sigh and stopped in her tracks. “I wish we could just forget last night 
ever happened. This would all be much easier if I was only your client.” 

He stepped in closer, all his warring emotions boiled into a pure desire. He slid his fingers into her 
hair as his lips claimed hers, stealing away the words he didn’t want to hear. He’d thought he was 
done with relationships—it was casual sex and no more—but being near her made him want more. 

Instead of pushing him away, her lips parted, her tongue twisting slowly with his. 

He needed her. And that would doom her to die. 

No. This wasn t okay. 

Gabe broke the kiss, resting his forehead on hers. Her lashes fluttered until her dark eyes opened, 
her gaze locked on his. Gabe’s voice felt scratchy, strangled. He wet his lips. “I can’t do this, Tegan.” 

A wrinkle marred her brow. “Do what?” 


He brought his hand up to caress her cheek. “Care about you.” Before she could chew him a new 
one, he went on. “It makes you a target for demons, and you hired me to get rid of one, not to draw the 
attention of more.” 

She moved away. “Do I get to have an opinion now?” 

Gabe nodded. Here it comes. 

“Tm not asking for a relationship. You told me your story and I get it.” She peered his way and then 
quickly looked at the cars in the parking lot instead. “But when I was attacked that night, it’s like I lost 
a huge part of who I was, and I didn’t realize it was lost until you waltzed into my life.” She 
swallowed and took a breath. “I’m not ready to give that up again. Once this is over and that demon is 
out of my life permanently, I’m going to get my life back, date again, all the things. No more hiding in 
my dojo.” 

His whole body tensed. He should not be upset about some asshole touching her. He should be 
happy that she was moving past her attack. He should be. 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

Tegan rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m trying to say I was wrong. It’s none of my business who 
you sleep with or who drives your car. So let’s just leave last night as what it was and move on.” 

“Get this straight. I’ve never had sex with one of my clients, and you and I are the only people who 
have been behind the wheel of my Mustang.” 

“And I’ve never hooked up without a relationship, so we’re both in unfamiliar territory.” She met 
his eyes, a hard expression steeling her face. “Listen, ve already helped you kill a demon, and I 
could’ve finished off your informant if you hadn’t come in and stopped me. I’m not some shrinking 
violet. I’m going to help you get this demon.” 

He started to protest, but she went on, “I realize the risks of being near you. Of caring.” She cleared 
her throat. “And [11 try not to cross that line again.” 

Too bad he already wanted to cross it fifty different ways. “I’d quit this job and walk away to keep 
you safe if I could, but I’m your best shot at killing that Hingo demon bastard. I’m going to find him, 
but we’re drifting into dangerous territory.” 

“How so?” 

“Because this has nothing to do with money or a job I’m being paid for. I will stop him, because I 
care about you. And that’s dangerous.” 

His eyes searched hers, and he held his breath waiting for her to respond. Her hand slid up his 
chest, sending electric pulses through his entire body. “I recognize the danger, but you have to stop 
mentioning it. The more | think about my days being numbered, the more it makes me want to make up 
for lost time.” 

He did his best not to imagine what she was insinuating. Sadly his best wasn’t good enough. He 
rubbed his chin, wishing his lips were on hers again. “I think I can do that.” 


Inside her apartment, Tegan rubbed her temples and flopped against the back of her chair. “Sorry my 
Gaelic is so rusty.” 

Gabe didn’t even lift his head to look at her. All his attention stayed focused on the leather-bound 
journal and his page of notes. “Your dad read the Gaelic on my dagger. Maybe he can translate some 
of this for us.” 

“He and Mom are leaving for Hawaii in the morning. I’m not sure how much we could find out 
before they go, but it’s worth a shot.” Tegan glanced at the clock. “I’ve got a class to teach in twenty 
minutes, though.” 

“All right.” Gabe closed the book and stood up. 

She frowned. “Are you going somewhere?” 

He nodded and headed over to his duffel bag. “Give me a sec to put on my sweatpants, and I'll be 
ready.” 

“For class?” Tegan shook her head. “This is a teen class for my advanced kids. I can’t have my... 
friend joining in.” 

“Why not?” She was defenseless against that crooked grin of his. “I’ve been around the block a few 
times. I’m pretty sure I can keep up.” 

Tegan struggled not to smile. “I’m not going to take it easy on you.” 

He raised a brow. “I would expect no less, Sensei.”” He bowed, but kept his eyes on her. 

Her body flushed with heat. It didn’t seem to understand that they were just working together. She 
crossed over to her tiny closet and pulled on her karate gi over her tank top and shorts. After a quick 
once-over in the mirror, she glanced at Gabe and almost swallowed her tongue. 

He wore a tight tank that accentuated every hard edge of his toned torso. His sweatpants were 
loose, hanging low on his trim waist, tempting her to slide her fingers down that thin trail of dark hair 
below his navel. 

Gabe caught her gawking and glanced down at his attire. “Will this work?” 

Dear God, did it ever work. Tegan nodded. 

She didn’t currently carry any gis in a “hot slayer” size, but if she ever hoped to reclaim her 
concentration, she’d better find one. Quick. 

After her four teen boys and Heather, her one female phenom, arrived, Tegan introduced Gabe and 
tried not to notice the way the kids sized him up and then grinned at her. They knew. She glanced his 
way, and he answered witha subtle wink. He knew they knew. 

Focus. 

Tegan took a deep breath and led the class through their warm-ups, trying not to notice Gabe in the 
mirror. Trying. Not succeeding. 

Every time they shifted positions, his reflection in the mirrored wall pulled her focus, and 
somewhere deep inside a small ember of pride smoldered. 

He was nothing like any of the men she had ever dated. He didn’t have a high-powered job. He 
wasn’t going after his PhD. His body wasn’t molded by a high-priced personal trainer. Gabe fought to 


keep people safe from predators they didn’t even realize existed. He gave up everything to protect 
people he’d never met. 

And last night they had sex against that back wall. 

Color flushed her cheeks in the mirror. “Fifteen military push-ups. Count off.” 

One of the kids groaned, but the whole class counted off the reps. By the time they finished, sweat 
ran down her back and her focus returned. 

“Hands up. Ten roundhouse kicks. Right leg first.” 


Gabe stayed behind the row of kids, watching Tegan take charge. This was her domain. She 
commanded respect and received it; her students gave her their full attention. She demonstrated the 
moves with them at the beginning and then walked the line, making corrections to their form. 

The fighting style wasn’t completely foreign to him, and he kept up all right. The kata moves were 
touch and go, but he was a fast learner. He went through the motions, breathing deeply and focusing on 
the movements. It blossomed into an unfamiliar sense of peace. His muscles ached, sweat ran down 
his face, but his body was infused with power. 

Tegan had that effect on him. 

With the katas finished, she sent the kids to grab their gloves while she picked up a padded shield. 
“Do you want gloves?” she asked. 

Gabe shook his head. “I’II sit this one out.” 

Her cheeks were flushed and perspiration beaded on her forehead, trickling down the edge of her 
hairline. Even without a trace of makeup and dripping in sweat she looked amazing. Alive and 
beautiful. 

She lowered her padded shield. “This is my dojo. There’s no sitting out.” 

The kids huddled together, watching. 

He bowed to her and straightened. “I’m not going to punch and kick you.” 

“You don’t think I can handle it?” She raised a brow. 

He could almost hear the Lost in Space robot in his head. Danger Will Robinson. 

“Tm sure you can handle it. I just don’t feel right about—” 

She swept his leg out from under him, catching him off guard. He lost his balance and landed on his 
ass on the padded floor. Chortles came from the peanut gallery. Tegan glared in their direction, 
silencing them without a word. 

She lifted her padded shield again, her feet in a fighting stance. ““Get up and show me what you’ ve 
got.” 

He stood, raised his fists, and positioned his feet. ““Tegan, please.” 
She shook the target. “Punches. Now.” 

Halfheartedly, he hit the pad. Right, left, right, left. “There.” 

She groaned. “That’s all you’ ve got?” 


Calling over to her students, they got in line, landing combinations while Tegan braced herself 
against their onslaught. Once they finished, she focused on him again. 

Seeing the fight in her eyes was a huge turn-on. 

He did his best to think about baseball, dominoes, anything other than making love to her. 

“Okay, Gabe. Your turn. Give me a combination.” 

Oh, he had a combination he’d like to give her. Channeling his desire into his practice, he hit the 
pad harder, focusing on the center until he lost himself in the exertion. Right, left, spin kick. Tegan 
moved back, then pushed forward, forcing him to retreat a few paces. 

“Nice spin kick. How about a roundhouse? Aim high.” 

She raised the bag, and he kicked. Tegan backed up, lowering the pad. “Good.” She tipped her head 
and tossed him the bag. “My turn.” 

He slid his forearm through the loop in the back of the pad, bracing himself. “Bring it on.” 

The look in her eyes sent blood rushing to his groin, making him grateful for the huge shield. His 
sweatpants were no match for the raging hard-on that was brewing. Tegan landed a flurry of punches, 
surprising him with their power. Spinning, she nailed the bag with a double side kick, first to the 
crotch, followed by another deadly kick to the head. 

He moved back a step, and she treated him to a jumping scissor kick that made him want to 
applaud. When she finally stopped her assault, Tegan gave him a slight bow, her eyes locked on his 
from beneath her lashes. 

Never in his life had he wanted anyone so much. 

Applause broke out behind her, reminding him of the group of teens across the room. Gabe lowered 
the shield, keeping it strategically in front of his sweats. Tegan smiled and turned around, bowing to 
the class before leading them in a final kata to cool down. 

It was going to take an ice-cold shower to douse the fire burning inside him. 

Or the scent of a demon. 

He frowned and took a deep breath. 

Class was over. 

Now. 


Chapter Eleven 


Tegan saw Gabe’s expression change, and a jolt of adrenaline coursed through her. Something was 
wrong. They needed to keep the kids safe. 

The doorknob to the dojo jiggled. But it was only Carmen, the car-pool mom. She stepped in the 
door, and Gabe flinched. 

Tegan breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey, Carmen. Everyone did a great job today.” 

“Here’s the money for Heather and Carlos.” She started to dig in her purse. “I’ve got the other two 
checks in here someplace.” 

“You can pay me next week.” Tegan herded the kids toward the door. 

“Are you sure?” Carmen had been one of the first people to encourage Tegan to open her own dojo. 
Over the past couple of years, she’d also become the closest thing to a friend Tegan had since the 
attack. 

“Yeah. We’ll square up next time. I’m not worried.” 

Carmen’s gaze flicked to Gabe in his tight tank, now wet and plastered to his lean, chiseled body. 
Her grin widened as she glanced back at Tegan. “Ohhh. Great. Next time then.” 

Tegan forced a smile and walked her to the door. “See you Thursday.” 

Carmen nodded, clicking the button on her keys. The doors to her minivan rolled open, and the kids 
piled in. 

She leaned in close to Tegan. “Good to see you getting out there again. It’s about time.” 

“Tt’s not what you think.” 

Carmen winked with a grin. “Bye!” 

When her van left the parking lot, Tegan noticed a man standing across the street as Gabe came up 
behind her. 

“Sorry about th—” His words died away. He must’ve seen the guy, too. “Go back inside, and lock 
the door.” 

He walked toward his car, and Tegan followed. “I’m staying right here. You might as well tell me 
how we kill it.” 

Gabe opened the trunk and shot her a look. “I can handle it.” 

She placed her hand over his. “If you tell me how, I can help, and I’m going to anyway, so you 
might as well save a step, right?” 

He opened his mouth to argue when the man started to jog toward them. “He’s on the move.” 

Gabe handed her a container of salt and drew a spiked flail from his mobile armory. Tegan 


frowned. “You are not going to tell me to circle myself with this and stay inside my salt force field.” 

He shook his head, taking a step toward his opponent. “That only works against a magic attack. 
This is most likely a Drog demon. They’re allergic to salt.” 

“Most likely?” She clutched the salt. 

“Won't be able to tell for sure until he drops his human disguise.” He glanced back at her. “Smells 
like a Drog.” 

The man circled them. “Gabriel.” His voice had a gurgle to it, like he spoke through a huge ball of 
phlegm. Tegan fought the sudden urge to clear her throat. ““There is a bounty on your head.” 

“When isn’t there?” Gabe countered the demon’s move. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 

The demon tipped his head from side to side, twisting it too far. Tiny cracks exposed scales under 
his human skin. Yellow goo trickled down his neck, soaking into the T-shirt he wore. 

“So gross,” Tegan huffed under her breath. 

The demon twisted his gaze to her, his pupils expanding and retracting into catlike slits. He smiled, 
and cracks along the corners of his mouth oozed. “The dragon is coming, slayer. She holds the key.” 

“No such thing as dragons,” Gabe said. 

Tegan moved to her left, trying to circle around while the demon was busy with Gabe. 

“The dragon is a demon, Slayer. She’s his key to freedom. The master will reward me for bringing 
her back alive.” 

“Who is your master?” 

The demon turned, looking for Tegan. “The one who tasted her flesh.” 

“Enough talking.” Gabe lunged forward, swinging the flail over his head, spinning it until the 
spiked ball embedded in the creature’s skull. 

The demon screeched. Pieces of his human flesh broke off when Gabe yanked the spikes free, gore 
peppering her parking lot. Under the creature’s pale skin, she could see black scales covered in 
yellow blood. At least she thought it was blood. 

Gabe swung the flail again, and Tegan poured salt into her hand. “Tell me how we kill it.” 

“Remember how the Viri could regenerate heads?” Gabe dodged a swipe of the demon’s beefy 
arm. “Drogs can grow back all their body parts, like lizards, but the parts come back bigger each 
time.” 

No wonder he was tenderizing it instead. No chance of accidental dismemberment. 

He landed another hit. “Only the heart can’t regenerate. But we have to get it out first.” 

Her eyes widened. “We have to cut out his heart?” 

The demon jerked the flail out of Gabe’s hands. He stumbled backward, grabbing a club from the 
open trunk. “It’s easier 1f we can knock him out first.” 

He raised the bat as the demon answered with the swipe of a hand that now had long, nasty claws. 
Blood stained Gabe’s side. Red human blood. 

Tegan drew the demon’s attention with her gasp. When it advanced on her, she held her ground, 
praying the salt would work. The demon reached for her, and she threw the handful of it into the 


creature’s eyes. 

Smoke billowed from the demon’s face as though she’d showered him in acid instead of table salt. 
His eyes melted from their sockets, and for a moment, revulsion and horror threatened to paralyze her. 

“Tegan, move!” 

Gabe’s voice broke the spell. She dodged the blinded creature and landed a roundhouse kick to his 
back that sent him sprawling across the pavement. His hands kept reaching out, searching for her. 
Gabe brought the spiked club down on the demon’s skull with a hollow crack, and the body collapsed 
onto the parking lot. 


Gabe left his weapon in the creature’s head and rushed over to Tegan’s side, checking for any 
wounds. “Are you all right?” 

“Tm fine.” Her gaze went to his side. “You’re still bleeding.” 

“Tl be all right.” Satisfied she wasn’t hurt, he turned back to the unconscious demon. “I need to 
finish him while he’s out.” 

He yanked the club free and went to the trunk for a dagger. When he came back, he knelt beside 
Tegan. “Can you stash the salt in the Mustang and grab the silver canister?” 

Part of him expected her to fight and refuse his request, but she nodded and got up. He was grateful. 
Drog demons were nasty. Ripping out this heart wasn’t going to be pretty. 

He stabbed the dagger deep into the demon’s armored skin and made a crescent-shaped cut. 
Reaching through the opening, he grasped the heart. The demon’s blood burned, but he shut out the 
pain and pulled. 

Tegan returned just as he slid the black heart from the demon’s chest. “Damn, he reeks.” 

“Drogs are messy.” Gabe tossed the organ aside and sat back on his heels. He took the canister 
from her. 

Tegan moved back a couple of steps, surveying her tiny parking lot. “What a disaster.” 

Gabe stood up, opening the canister. The ocean breeze pulled wisps of Tegan’s dark hair free from 
her ponytail, framing her face. For a second, he forgot about demons. He wanted to do nothing but 
memorize every curve of her face. 

Her cheeks started to color, and her lips curved at the corners as she reached up to tuck her hair 
behind her ear. “What? I don’t have demon goo on my face, do I?” 

He shook his head, resisting the urge to touch her since the demon blood still burned his hands. 
“You're beautiful.” 

She rolled her eyes, laughing. “Don’t tease me.” 

“Not teasing.” He gripped the canister tighter. If he didn’t have demon parts all over him, nothing 
could’ve stopped him from kissing her. 

Turning back to the job at hand, he started drizzling the dust over the demon remains. As the body 
dried and turned to ash, Tegan’s eyes widened. “Wow. Why didn’t we just throw this on him first 


thing?” 

Gabe chuckled. “The necro powder is magic-infused, and it only works on dead, soulless flesh. If 
the body still has life inside, the necro powder is powerless.” 

“Always a catch.” She stood beside him, watching as the powder worked like acid on the demon’s 
body, sending it back to hell. 

After the necro powder finished with the Drog remains, Gabe screwed the lid on and walked it 
back to the trunk. Fatigue weighed him down. He opened and closed his hands, the sting of the demon 
blood keeping him alert. 

“You need a shower.” Tegan’s hand rubbed his back. Her touch seemed natural, genuine, pulling 
him back from the edge of hell he faced all too often. 


While Gabe showered, Tegan sat at the table, scribbling down notes about necro powder, Drog 
demons that regenerate limbs, Viri demons with snake heads, and everything she could remember 
Gabe telling her during her trial-by-fire demon-slaying training. Now that he had grudgingly seemed 
to accept her assistance, she needed to carry her weight of the partnership. 

It was obvious Gabe still wanted to protect her, but if the occasion ever arose that she needed to 
cover him, she wasn’t going to make a mistake. She hoped. 

She got up and slipped out of her karate gi. Cool sea air brushed over her skin, sending a chill 
down her spine. Her tank top and bike shorts were still damp with sweat, but it felt great to be free of 
the bulky karate uniform. 

The leather-bound journal taunted her from the table. All she’d deciphered so far was a long list of 
Welsh families dating back for centuries. There was also mention of dragon’s blood, but what that 
meant was anyone’s guess. 

“Tegan?” 

She looked up at the sound of Gabe’s voice from the bathroom. “Yeah?” 

“Can you come here for a sec?” 

“Be right there.” She tugged down on the legs of her bike shorts. 

A wall of hot steam greeted her when she opened the door. “Everything okay?” 

“Can you take a look at the wound in my side?” She could make out his silhouette behind the 
shower curtain. “Want to be sure I didn’t get any Drog blood in the cuts.” 

She moved the shower curtain back and Gabe caught her in his wet arms, pulling her into the 
shower with him. She squeaked with surprise as the warm water soaked through her tank and shorts. 
His lips fused to hers, silencing any protest she might’ ve uttered. His tongue parted her lips, exploring 
her mouth as she ran her hands up his sides. 

His fully healed sides. 

She broke the kiss, laughing. “You’re already healed up.” She sobered, her gaze holding his. “I 
thought we weren’t crossing this line anymore.” 


He cleared his throat, but his voice still sounded raspy and charged with emotion. “You were 
amazing today. Not just with the demon but in the dojo you were...” He struggled to find the right 
words. “Fuck the line. I want you.” 

He kissed her hard and urgent, and her body answered, hungry for his attention. The water sprayed 
her hair, running down her back, and she traced his chest with her fingers, following the path of hair 
below his navel that she’d fantasized about earlier. She moaned into the kiss, wrapping her fingers 
around his erection, feeling it pulse in her hand with each stroke. 

Gabe caught her wrist. “Not yet.” 

He guided her hands up his chest to his broad shoulders and then reached behind her head to 
unfasten her ponytail. Her hair came down, and her knees went weak as he massaged her scalp. 

His touch was intimate, caring, and made her strong legs so rubbery she had to tighten her grip on 
his shoulders to stay upright. He kissed along her neck, his teeth grazing the flesh across her shoulder. 

Her tank was soaked like a second skin. His hands cupped her breasts, and she gasped, tipping her 
head back into the water. He teased her nipples until they were taut and hungry for his attention. 
Bending down, he sucked at her breasts through her wet shirt until she moaned his name, all but 
begging him to rip her clothes off. 

“This has to go.” Gabe straightened, grasping the hem of her tank. 

Tegan nodded, raising her arms. Gabe peeled her clothes off. Her shirt and sports bra hit the 
bathroom floor with a wet s/ap, and his strong hands slid up her sides. He cupped her breasts and 
bent to lick each nipple, teasing them with his teeth until fire burned her from the inside out. 

His lips trailed down her abdomen, and he caught the edge of her shorts. “You’re overdressed for 
the shower.” 

She smiled, the warm water sliding through her hair while Gabe slid her shorts down. “Good thing 
you're here to help.” 

He grinned up at her as she stepped out of her shorts. “I’m all about the helping.” 

Seeing the playful glint in his eyes took her breath away. This was a side he didn’t show to others. 
She wanted to cherish it, memorize every smile. 

Her shorts hit the floor, and Gabe straightened, his eyes never leaving hers. Heat flushed through 
her again. He went from playful male to sensual slayer so quickly she couldn’t catch her breath. 

He brought his hand up to cup her cheek. “You make it tough for me to think straight sometimes. 
Working out with you today in the dojo”—he kissed her lips, his bare chest pressing against her 
breasts—“T’ve never wanted anyone so bad.” 

She gnawed at her lip, drawing his gaze to her mouth. Tegan brought her arms around his waist, her 
hands caressing his rock-hard, perfectly shaped ass. “Every time I watched the class in the mirrored 
wall, I kept seeing the spot on the back wall where we...” She swallowed, finding her voice again as 
his fingers traced her hip, sliding lower. “Seeing you naked in my head makes it hard to concentrate 
on roundhouse kicks.” 

“Should I be sorry?” he murmured between kisses. 


She caught his lower lip in her teeth, smiling as he groaned, his hips grinding against her. “I’m only 
sorry we don’t have any condoms in here.” 

“Mmmm...” He hummed against her lips, his erection rubbing along the inside of her thigh. “I say 
we adjourn this meeting to your bed.” 

Dragging her nails lightly up his back, she laced her hands behind his neck. “I like the way you 
think.” 


In Tegan’s bed, Gabe lay beside her. Propped on his elbow, he had an amazing view of her body. He 
ran his free hand along her hip, his gaze following the path of his fingers. Each curve teased him with 
its smoothness, and yet in spite of her toned physique, she was all woman. Soft where he was hard. 

Her breath caught when he kneaded her breast. Seeing her hard nipple between his fingers was a 
temptation he couldn’t refuse. He bent to take it in his mouth, his tongue circling the tip. Her body 
arched like an offering, and her fingers fisted in his hair, encouraging his attention. 

He’d wanted to take it slower this time and enjoy her completely, but everything about Tegan made 
his control fly out the damned window. The sound of tearing foil made him look up at her. She had a 
sultry smile and a condom package. 

Before he could say anything, she rolled him over and straddled his thighs. “This time I’m in 
charge.” 

He raised a very intrigued brow. “Yes, ma’am.” 

She crinkled her nose. “Okay, “ma’am’ is now on the list of names you can never ever call me.” 

“Just like pumpkin?” 

She laughed, and the sound made his chest tight with emotions he had no business having. Looking 
up at her face, flushed with color, her lips swollen from his kisses, her hair wet and mussed from his 
fingers, she was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen. 

Her soft hands encircled him, stroking him until his hips bucked toward her. She slid the condom 
over him slowly, making it a seduction instead of an inconvenience, then leaned down to kiss his lips. 
She raised her hips above him, just enough that the tip of his erection entered her warm body. 

Enough to make him want to grab her hips and bury himself inside her. The woman made him crazy. 

She nibbled at his lower lip as her hips finally lowered. He could feel every inch as her body took 
him in. Gabe growled. “You’re going to drive me insane.” 

She hummed against his mouth as her hips met his. “Should I be sorry?” 

She straightened up over him, not looking the least bit sorry. It would be so easy to love her. He 
gripped her waist, rocking up. Watching her face, seeing the pleasure there, seeing the way her breasts 
moved with each thrust of his hips. He wanted to make love to her all night. 

Every night. 

He ground his hips into her harder, sliding his hands up her sides until he cupped her breasts. Tegan 
moaned his name, her head dropping back while she moved faster above him. Her body was made for 


his, hot and tight. 

Then she opened her eyes, letting him see the pleasure in her heated gaze. 

He slowed his thrusts, aching to make the moment last. 

She lay over him, her breasts caressing his bare chest while she kissed her way along his shoulder 
to his neck. Her cool, silky hair teased his skin, and he closed his eyes, drinking in her scent and 
feeling her body around him. 


Seeing the way Gabe stared at her healed something the demon had wounded. He’d brought her back 
into the world and made her feel beautiful, sexy, and powerful. His touch left her aching for more, and 
his passion made her willing to ask for it. 

She whispered against his ear. “You make me feel amazing.” 

He turned his head, his lips finding hers. “You are amazing.” 

Tegan rocked back, feeling him sink even deeper inside of her. She ran her hands over his toned 
chest, memorizing his body while she worked her hips faster against him. 

When she’d met Gabe the word “warrior” had come to mind. But now they'd both bared their 
scars, and for the first time she didn’t feel self-conscious, didn’t feel lesser. Their scars made them 
who they were. 

Gabe’s abs tightened, and he sat up, still buried deep inside her. His chest pressed against her as he 
wrapped her in his strong arms. Tegan moved her legs around his waist as he moved insider her, 
harder and faster. 

He slid one hand between them, teasing her as his lips brushed her ear, his voice deep with need. 
“Come for me...” 

Every muscle in her body tensed, trembling. Her nails dug into his biceps, and she clung to him as 
her senses exploded into pure pleasure. She peaked in his arms, and Gabe held her tighter until he 
finally erupted deep inside of her. 

Gabe lay beside Tegan, completely spent. Even his eyelids were heavy. Her head rested on his 
chest; her naked limbs tangled with his. He ran his fingers through her still-damp hair, staring up at the 
ceiling. Now that the blood was returning to his brain, he kept replaying the fight with the Drog 
demon. The bounty on his head was nothing new. The part about a dragon coming for Tegan was. 

“You're awfully quiet.” She lifted her head to peer up at him. Damn the woman looked sexy with 
whisker burn on her cheeks and bedhead hair. 

“Just thinking.” He traced her jawline. “I wish things could be normal. I could take you to dinner, 
bring you flowers. You deserve those things. Not Drog demons bleeding on your parking lot.” 

She smiled, turning her head to kiss his palm before she met his gaze again. “Demon slaying aside, 
I’ve never dated anyone like you before.” Color crept up her neck. “Not that we’re dating... But 
whatever this is, most of the guys I spent time with were from USC getting their master’s degrees in 
some facet of international business. It made my dad happy, but it never really did anything for me.” 


He did his best to chain the growling, snapping rottweiler in his chest. He’d been to her parents’ 
party. That was Tegan’s world. “You deserve all that.” 

“What? Money?” She shook her head. “I’d take a guy who can land a solid side kick and runs his 
own small business any day.” 

The jealous rottweiler gave a satisfied chuff. Gabe brought his other hand up to smooth back her 
hair and tried to focus on the whole reason they were here together. “The demon today kept saying 
you're the key for the dragon to break into our world. And your dad told me that dragons don’t look 
like dragons in this world. What if the dragon they mention in the journal of names is actually the 
president they’ re trying to lure through?” 

He needed clarity, and he needed it now. If the door to hell opened, this world would never be the 
same. There weren’t enough slayers left on this side to protect humanity. 

The demons would eventually annihilate them all. 


Chapter Twelve 


The next morning Tegan’s dad came by to work on some translations before he left for Hawai. She 
hated having him in her tiny place, but she also didn’t want to worry her mother by having her 
overhear. 

Maddock translated another line about dragon blood and met her eyes. 

“What’s the blood of the dragon have to do with our family line?” 

“Remember the legend of the battle between the red and white dragons? The white dragon wanted 
to destroy the Welsh people, but the red dragon finished him. Y Ddraig Goch ddyry gychwyn. ‘The 
Red Dragon will show the way.’” 

“All right.”” She nodded and flipped the journal open to the beginning. “But the rough translation 
here 1s children of the dragon.” 

Maddock straightened in his chair. “It would have to be the red dragon or his kin who are out there 
now. The white dragon was defeated.” He pointed to the list of names. “The people on this list were 
probably from the same bloodline. Yer bloodline, angel.” 

“Can’t be.” Tegan shook her head. “Your name isn’t in this book.” 

Gabe cleared his throat. “Remember when we first met and I told you one slayer is born in each 
generation of my family line?” He stood up, walking the short distance to the sink. “Maybe this works 
the same way. Maddock just wasn’t the chosen one in his generation.” 

“Maybe.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and reached for her notepad. 

Maddock touched her hand. “I’m canceling the trip. I’m going to help you.” 

Tegan sighed. “Dad, you promised you would stay out of this and let me handle it.” 

“Aye, and I’m also a bald-faced liar.”” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Yer my only 
child, and I’m not leaving you to face this alone.” 

Tegan got up and stood behind her dad, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. She rested her 
chin on the top of his head. “The best thing you can do to help is to keep Mom occupied and far away 
from all these demons. I need you to take her on the trip like you planned. Otherwise she’! worry, and 
you know her...she’ll get involved.” 

Maddock took her hand. “It will kill yer father not to know if yer all right.” 

“T promise to call you.” 

“Every day.” 

“Every day? I’m going to be busy.” 

He gave her hand a squeeze. “Not negotiable.” 


“T’1] make sure she calls,” Gabe added. 

She glanced over at him, and he gave her a little wink. She kissed the top of her dad’s head. “Try to 
have a nice trip, Dad, and”—she mimicked his Welsh accent—“have a little faith in yer kin. I can do 
this.” 

He nodded and got up, slowly turning around and pulling her into one of those tight hugs that made 
her feel invincible. He pulled back, and his eyes searched hers. “I love you.” 

She kissed his cheek. “I love you too, Daddy. And II] see you soon.” 

He finally forced a little smile. “Be sure you do.” 

He gave Gabe a firm a handshake and looked over at her one last time before he turned and 
descended the stairs. Tegan blinked back a wave of tears, praying this wasn’t the last time she saw 
her father. 

“T don’t get it.” She slapped her pen down on the table. 

Gabe turned around from the sink. The man did dishes in shorts and no shirt. No wonder she 
couldn’t concentrate. It’d been three days since her father had sat beside her translating phrases from 
the leather-bound journal, and she was no closer to figuring out why she was a target. 

“This book makes it sound like having the dragon’s blood is a good thing, but it got all these others 
killed.” She rested her head in her hands. “Why would a Hingo demon care if I came from a dragon’s 
bloodline? Like that’s even possible anyway.” She let out an exasperated sigh. 

Gabe sat across from her at the table. “Everything pertaining to demons and other creatures is often 
written in riddles. Mankind might not have understood completely or didn’t have the writing skills to 
notate it properly. Others probably buried the truths in the stories to keep from being persecuted.” 

He reached over and took her hand, his touch soothing the smoldering panic in her belly. “What ’'m 
saying is the books aren’t supposed to make sense. You need to look for the kernels of truth within the 
story.” He glanced at the book. “This is just a hunch, but Lago said a demon was building an army. 
That would fit in with a Hingo demon’s urge to create his minions.” He paused for a second and met 
her eyes. “I need to read up on Haagenti. If he has any connections to the descendants of the red 
dragon somehow, the president might be our missing link. It’s worth a shot.” 

“Maybe?” Tegan got up and opened the fridge. “I can only stare at that for so long before I want to 
chuck it across the room.” 

“Hopefully Lago will have more information soon.” Gabe shifted in his chair. “He’s usually quick 
with the intel. He should’ve been back by now.” 

She frowned, staring at the tattoo of the Celtic shield linking his shoulder blades. “Do you think 
something happened to him?” 

His shoulders rose with a deep breath, and he turned toward her. Concern lined the corner of his 
eyes, aging him. “I’m sure he’s fine.” 

Tegan stood up, closing the journal. “Tell me what’s going on.” 

“You’ve got enough on your plate.” 

“Stop it.” She crossed her arms. “We’re in this together, remember? Talk to me.” 


Gabe rolled his eyes. “Part of a partnership is trusting the other to do their job. You figure out why 
your name is in that book, and I'll figure out where my snitch went.” 

She pressed her lips together. “I might be able to help.” 

“You know what would help?” He pulled his hair back from his face in frustration. “It would help 
if I could sleep. Since I met you, I haven’t had a full night’s sleep without seeing your body, bloody 
and broken in my arms. I still don’t have a clue where the Hingo demon who attacked you is hiding, 
and I can’t think straight for long enough to make a viable plan. I’m putting out fires instead of finding 
the source.” 

He glared in her direction. “And it would really help if I wasn’t so fucking scared.” He pulled ona 
sweatshirt and reached for the door. “There. Happy now? I'll be in the dojo.” 


Gabe ran down the steps, and his feet hit the padded floor of the dojo hard. He paced out some of his 
frustration and finally stopped in front of the mirrored wall. He hadn’t planned on telling Tegan about 
the nightmares. Seeing her dead eyes staring up at him haunted his dreams like a sick omen of his 
future. If he could calm his mind, he was sure he could find the demon or flush him out, but this gut- 
twisting fear was unfamiliar territory. Instead of running into battle, he wanted to stay inside the walls 
of the fortress and hope for the best. 

Tegan had great fighting skills and good instincts, but he was the one who would heal from a 
cracked skull. She was fragile. 

He pulled out his cell phone and fired up his blues playlist. Howlin’ Wolf belted out “Evil.” Gabe 
sat on the floor, his back to the wall. There was definitely a helluva lot of evil going on. 

The past few days he’d done his best to keep a lid on the fear festering in his gut. He was used to 
dealing with anger, bitterness, rage, but fear was a new emotion for him. If he could just sleep. 

He’d never been prone to repetitive nightmares like these, but they were an every-night occurrence 
now. 

The dream was the same: it was Tegan’s face, but the scene was from his past—Laura, his parents. 
Only Tegan’s face was new, and the dream kept repeating.. 

The same... That was it. It had to be either magic or a curse. Someone didn’t want him to sleep. 
They wanted him off his game, punchy. 

Shit. Why hadn’t it occurred to him before? Because I havent slept in days. 

If he could find Lago again, he might have a lead, but... He didn’t want to admit to Tegan that his 
snitch usually visited him a few times a week for a blood snack in trade for information. Maybe 
another demon discovered their arrangement. Without Lago’s rumors and intel, keeping Tegan safe 
just got monumentally tougher. 

He shut down the playlist and pressed the button to call his office. 

“Office of Gabriel V.H. Smith. Can I help you?” Hearing Martie’s no-nonsense voice helped settle 
the herd of butterflies swarming his gut. 


“Martie, it’s Gabe.” 

Her all-business persona faded a few notches. “Hey, Gabe. Where have you been? Didn’t you get 
my messages?” 

He frowned. “What messages?” He pulled his phone back and pressed the “voice mail” button. 
Nothing new. He put the phone back to his ear. “I don’t have any new voice mails.” 

She sighed. “I’ve been trying to find you since we last spoke. The office was robbed.” 

“What? That’s impossible. Demons can’t cross the wards I have up.” 

“You're right.”” He could hear her nail file in the background. “It wasn’t demons.” 

“Then who?” His pulse thrummed. 

“Police got fingerprints and caught the kid.” 

Gabe glanced at the stairs up to Tegan’s studio. “What’d he take?” 

“That’s why I was trying to find you.” The nail filing stopped and Martie’s voice softened. “He 
took your spare brush and the creased picture of Laura you kept in the top drawer of your desk, 
and...” He waited. Martie cleared her throat. “And the necklace.” 

“But it was in the wall safe.” Rage burned through his bloodstream. He took a slow breath. “You’re 
serious? He took Laura’s necklace?” 

“Yes. ’'m sorry, Gabe.” 

“Someone told him what to take.” 

Pity colored her voice. “Looks that way. Anything I can do?” 

“Stay safe. ’ve got wards on the office and your house. You should be fine there.” 

“Tl be fine. It’s you ’'m worried about. How’s Tegan?” 

“She’s all right...for now.” He hung up and rubbed his hand down his face. 

The demons had the necklace he’d given Laura, the one he’d taken off of her lifeless body the night 
he found her. A piece of jewelry that contained crystals was like a storage unit for latent emotions. 
Wear it on happy occasions, and they were charged with joy. During a murder they contain all fear 
and terror. 

Combine the emotion-charged jewelry with the DNA in his hairbrush and the photo, and someone 
could concoct a nightmare charm that would see to it that he never slept again. 

“T’m fucked.” His voice sounded strained in the empty room. He needed to hold it together. Tegan’s 
life depended on him being stronger than the asshole hell-spawn who tormented him. 


Gabe was having nightmares. Why hadn’t he told her before? What else was he keeping from her? 
She went to the sink and finished the dishes. Anything to keep busy. After she put the last glass in 
the cupboard, the front door opened. 
“Hey.” The deep timbre of Gabe’s voice warmed her in spite of the tension tying her up in knots. 
She turned to face him, folding the dish towel. “Hey.” 
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Didn’t mean to unload on you like that.” 


“You're not the only one who’s scared.” 

“Maybe not, but I’m the slayer. I don’t do fear.” 

Tegan moved toward him, fighting the urge to poke him in the chest with her finger. “Welcome to 
being human. Fear doesn’t make you weak. It makes you alert. Big difference.” 

“Sounds great on paper, but ’'m much better off when I’m not jumping at every shadow in the 
corner.” His hand caressed her cheek, his rough thumb brushing her skin. “I’m in too deep. This is 
personal now. I’m not thinking clearly where you’re concerned.” 

She covered his hand with hers, her eyes holding his gaze. “I’m not asking you to save me. I’m 
asking you to help me. Martial arts brings it home that you’re stronger with someone fighting at your 
back. Let me cover you. Whatever comes we’l] take it together.” 

He opened his mouth to speak, but a scratching noise, like nails on a chalkboard, interrupted. Gabe 
jogged back down the stairs, Tegan following close behind. 

“Gabriel,” a voice breathed outside the door to the dojo. 

Gabe pulled open the door. Lago crumbled to the ground, beaten and bloody. Gabe didn’t hesitate; 
he scooped up the battered demon and brought him inside. Tegan scanned the area for any sign of 
other demons before closing the door and throwing the dead bolt. 

Lago lay on the matted floor of the dojo, air wheezing from his lips. “The dragon...” His eyes 
rolled in his head. “He needs her blood to unleash the dragon.” 

“Did you see him? Tell me who he is.” Gabe glanced her way. 

Tegan jogged to her supply closet and returned with a couple of towels. She knelt beside the portly 
demon, dabbing some of the green demon blood from his forehead. His wings were shredded and 
oozing beneath him. 

Lago coughed and winced. “Don’t know who. Hingo demon. Builds army. Never saw him.” 

The mention of the demon sent a chill down her spine. Gabe pressed his wrist to the demon’s lips. 
“Have some, Lago. Heal up.” 

The demon pressed his lips together shaking his head. Gabe frowned. 

“They smelled slayer blood in me.” 

Gabe’s brow furrowed. “Who did this to you?” 

“Eden Club. I listened at the Eden Club.” Lago’s breath gurgled out; his eyes drifted closed. 

“Is he dead?” Tegan whispered. 

Gabe rolled the body over and shook his head. “No. Whoever did this to him didn’t know how to 
kill a Trollock demon.” 

“That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“Sure it does. It’s self-defense.” Gabe laid one of the towels out flat on the floor. “I’ve researched 
old texts for years. It’s not like you can Google a list of ways to kill different demons, and they’re not 
out there sharing their secrets either. Demons understand how to kill their own kind, but not others.” 

He laid Lago on one end of the towel and then rolled him up in it like a demon taquito. “You’ve got 
to sever a Trollock’s wings to lift his immortality long enough to kill him.” He used the other towel to 


clean the mats. “They beat the crap out of him, but he’ Il recover.” 

“How do you kill a Hingo demon?” 

“They’re tough to slay.”’ Gabe met her eyes. “Are you sure you’re up for this?” 

Tegan almost laughed. Would anyone ever be ready to hear about killing a demon who wants to use 
him or her as a human suit? 

She shook her head, fighting off the hysteria. “I guess mas ready as I’m going to get.” 

Gabe nodded, resting his elbows on his knees. “Hingo demons are ageless, different from being 
immortal. You can kill them, but it’s tough. Under their human facade, they have thick, leathery skin, 
and puncture wounds only piss them off.” 

“Beheading?” Another bout of hysterical laughter threatened to bubble up her throat at the surreal 
chat about beheadings. She swallowed it, for now. 

“That’ ll slow him down, but it won’t stop him. For a Hingo you need fire, but the oil in their skin is 
a natural fire retardant.” 

She stared at him for a second and frowned. “Only fire can kill him, but he’s impervious to it? That 
sounds pretty immortal to me.” 

“You have to open a wound first. Pierce his skin and then the fire can consume him, sending him 
back to hell.” 

“Complicated. How many slayers died before you figured that out?” 

“T don’t ask those questions.” Gabe took her hand. His gaze wandered over her face. His concerned 
expression made her wonder if she looked as sick as she felt. “Are you all right?” 

Tegan shrugged. “Not really, but ’'d rather have an idea what we’re up against.” 

Gabe picked up the limp demon, glancing over at her. “Do you mind if I put him in your closet 
upstairs?” 

“The closet?” She tried not to cringe. 

““He’s going to need a few days in the dark to recover from his wounds.” 

She nodded. “All right. 11 clear out my shoes, and he can rest on the floor.” 

He brought Lago up, laying him on the kitchen table while Tegan cleared the floor of her closet. 
Gabe carried the demon over and laid him gently on the floor. Watching how careful he was with the 
creature touched her. Under the no-nonsense, loner facade, there was a guy who had compassion. 

Closing the closet door, Gabe sighed. ““He went to the Eden Club.” 

“Tve never heard of it.” 

Gabe walked back to the table and pulled out a chair. “That’s because it’s a demon club.” 

“Oh.” Tegan sat across from him trying to figure out how much prodding he could handle. Now that 
she understood that his fuse was shortened by the lack of sleep, she walked a tightrope. Tip too much 
either way and Gabe would shut down. “Do we need to pay them a visit?” 

“Yes.” He nodded and then shook his head. “No.” He rocked the chair back on two legs. “First we 
need to lift the hex on my dreams. I’m not sharp enough to face the number of demons who hang out in 
the club.” 


“Hex? You think someone’s giving you nightmares on purpose?” She frowned, trying to stay clear 
of Gabe’s short fuse. “Maybe we should try some sleeping pills or something. You’re not the first 
person who can’t sleep.” 

“Oh, that’d be a big help.” Gabe groaned and sat at the table. “A sleeping pill will just trap me with 
the nightmare, no escape.” He sat the chair down on all four legs again. “Can I use your computer?” 

“Yeah.” She went to the easy chair and waited for her laptop to boot up. “Fill me in. How can 
someone give you nightmares?” 

He sat on the arm of the easy chair, his scent surrounded her, and she pulled it deep into her lungs, 
grounding herself while the world around her seemed in constant flux. 

“T talked to Martie. My office was robbed. I have wards to keep demons out, but they hired some 
human kid to grab my comb, a picture of Laura, and the necklace she was wearing when they attacked 
her.” 

“You kept that in your office?” She typed in her password and waited for the desktop to come alive. 

“T had the necklace in a wall safe. I move a lot. People start noticing how beat up I am at night, and 
then I’m healed up the next day. Leads to questions.” His fingers slid through the back of her hair. “T 
thought it was safer in the office where I always have wards in place.” 

She passed him the laptop. “Why take those things?” 

“To work a hex on a person’s dreams, you need a piece of them and a piece of something that upsets 
them. I’m guessing the comb had hair in it, and Laura’s picture and necklace would have plenty of 
negative energy to generate nightmares.” His fingers flew across the keyboard while he spoke. “But 
demons can’t wield that kind of magic.” 

She frowned. “Then how are they managing it?” 

He turned the laptop around, showing her the website for a psychic shop. “They keep a witch in 
their pocket.” 

“T thought Wiccans had a ‘harm no one’ rule.” 

Gabe shook his head. “This one’s not Wiccan. She’s a white witch with a long family history of 
black magic.” 

Tegan frowned, silencing the zillion questions that came to mind. If demons were real, why not 
witches, right? Maybe werewolves and vampires were real, too. She cringed inwardly. This was 
enough for now. She didn’t want to know what else was out there in the world. Not today. 

“How can you tell all that from her website?” She stared at the white stucco building with a neon 
hand glowing in the window. 

“T don’t think she’s the witch the demons are using, but I know her, and she can probably help us 
find the spell-caster we need.” 

“Oh, I see.” Tegan stared at the website again with new interest. “She’s a friend of yours then?” 

He shrugged and closed the laptop. “Something like that.” He stood up. “Let me change, and we can 
get to her place before she closes.” 

She ground her teeth together, fighting a pang of...jealousy? She wasn’t sure. But she definitely 


wanted to know how Gabe knew the witch. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Gabe drove through a Jack in the Box for some caffeine and then got back on the freeway. He hadn’t 
seen Tina in a couple of years. He’d met her while working a PI case in San Diego. A husband had 
hired him to check up on his wife. It had seemed she was pulling plenty of cash from the ATM each 
week with no receipts for the expenses. 

Since his client was an accountant with a passionate love for receipts, the lack of them had made 
him concerned enough to hire Gabe to look into it. He’d thought his wife might be hiding her money 
trail while seeing another man. 

He loathed the cheating spouse cases. Too often he had to deliver bad news, and the times he 
delivered good news, it still ended badly when the other party discovered they'd been followed. 

But bills had to be paid, and he took the cases when they walked through the door. 

The wife had actually been one of Tina’s clients. Too embarrassed to tell her husband she was 
seeing a psychic, she’d paid for each reading in cash. After an evening of snapping photos outside the 
psychic’s, he’d stopped in a coffee shop nearby. In walked Tina to introduce herself. 

“Hello. I’m the psychic whose client you’ve been taking pictures of,” she’d said. 

“Who says I was photographing your client and not you?” 

Tina had just raised her eyebrow. She was the real deal. 

“Did you call this woman and tell her we were coming?” Tegan’s voice yanked him back to reality. 
“This 1s a long way to drive to find out she’s closed.” 

“She never leaves her shop early.” He checked the time on his phone and set it back on the seat. 
‘She’ II be there.” 

“Are you surprising her with our visit on purpose?” 

He glanced at Tegan. “It’s hard to surprise Tina. She used to tell me that she could feel when people 
were thinking about her. I’m pretty sure she knows I’m on my way.” 

Tegan settled back in her seat, staring out the window. 

He also went out with Tina a couple of times, but that was ancient history. No point in digging it up 
now. 

When he pulled into the tiny asphalt parking lot, loose bits of gravel popped against the Mustang’s 
undercarriage, making him wince. He forgot how much his car hated this lot. 

The neon palm glowed in the window. Tina was inside. 

He got out of the car and went around to open Tegan’s door, but she’d climbed out before he got 
there. 


“Tt’s just like the picture on the website.” 

He nodded and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s see what she can tell us.” 

A bell clanged when he opened the door. He followed Tegan into the dimly lit waiting area. The 
scent of sage and some kind of sandalwood incense assaulted his keen sense of smell. 

“Tl be right out,” a voice called from the back reading room. “Please have a seat.” 

Tegan sat stiffly in a chair. He took the spot beside her and watched a candle burning in the center 
of the coffee table. The flame danced and flickered, enticing him closer. Gabe reached out, sliding his 
finger through the fire. Back and forth. Warmth and cold. Light and dark. Life and death. 

Tegan’s hand slid up his back, her touch pulling him out of the trance that threatened to devour him. 

“Are you okay?” Her voice was hushed. 

He wasn’t sure how to answer. Something was definitely...off. It was more than exhaustion. His 
mind was foggy...susceptible. Weak. “I’m fine.” 

He settled into the chair, withdrawing from the hypnotic flame. Far from fine. 


Tegan tried to watch Gabe without watching him. As soon as they walked through the door, he’d 
seemed distant, universes away. Now, an elderly woman came down the hall toward them. She gave 
Tegan a polite smile but avoided direct eye contact before tottering out the door. 

Gabe rubbed his hands down his face and tipped his head. A vertebra snapped, but he didn’t look 
any more alert. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting. I—” Tina saw Gabe and her voice died away. “Gabriel?” 

Tegan tried not to hate the tall blonde on sight, but hearing her call Gabe by his full name tipped the 
scales. It didn’t help that she had flawless, tanned skin, or that her blue eyes lit up when Gabe stood, 
making Tegan want to punch her. 

She’d never been jealous in her entire life. 

So far it sucked. 

Tina crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him. “It’s so good to see you. How have you 
been?” 

At least Gabe didn’t hug her back. He cleared his throat and put a little space between them. “Not 
great, actually.” 

Tegan stuck her hand into the cloud of awkwardness. “Hi, I’m Tegan.” 

Tina almost flinched. Her fifty-megawatt smile dimmed, then returned in an instant, and she shook 
Tegan’s hand in a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, Tegan.” Tina glanced at Gabe, then back to Tegan. 
“Did you hire Gabriel?” 

“T did... but...uh.”” While her brain stuttered, Gabe finally came to life. 

“This isn’t a business thing.” His hand rested at the back of Tegan’s waist. 

“Oh.” Tina’s smile looked forced. “Well, what brings you here? Do you need a reading or 
something?” 


“T need to know if there’s another witch in town that could pull off a dream hex.” 

Tina glanced at the front door and then gestured to the hallway. ““Why don’t you two come into the 
reading room? We’l| have more privacy.” 

Tegan followed them back to a candlelit room. Scents clustered together into something wistful, 
calming. Throw rugs detailing mythical beings covered the floor and the walls, deadening the sounds 
around them, and a thin trail of smoke snaked up toward the ceiling from an incense burner in the 
corner. 

Tina sat in a velvet-upholstered antique chair with lion heads carved at the end of each armrest and 
gestured for them to sit in the chairs across from her. They were armless and much less throne-like. 
Stacks of tarot decks, velvet pouches of who-knows-what, and candles littered the shelf behind Tina’s 
chair. 

Tegan knew nothing about witches, but if a room could feel magical, this was probably it. 

Tina’s eyes were on Gabe. “What makes you think someone is working dream magic?” 

“Because they broke into my office, and they didn’t steal the computers or weapons.” He leaned 
forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “I’ve been having violent nightmares. Lots of them. But 
they’re always the same. Sound like magic to you?” 

Tina shrugged. “Could be, I guess. Violence is a constant in your life, though. It could be affecting 
you more than you realize. It wouldn’t take magic for it to creep into your subconscious.” 

Gabe rocked back, shaking his head. “I didn’t come here to be analyzed. Tell me who lives nearby 
that 1s capable of casting the spell, and we’ll be out of your hair.” 

“Tm not analyzing, just making an observation. I do know you, remember?” 

Tina wet her lips, and Tegan’s blood went cold. They were lovers. They had to have been. 

Gabe stood up. “I remember. That’s why I came to you. But if you aren’t going to help me, then I 
don’t have time to waste catching up.” 

Tina tipped her chin up, her gaze still on him without her getting out of her chair. “I haven’t seen 
you in two years. Why should I bend over backward to help you?” 

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” Gabe walked out the door, leaving Tegan staring at Tina. 

Tegan stood, keeping her voice down. “I don’t know your history together, but Gabe hasn’t slept in 
days. His work is dangerous...” 

Tina rubbed her forehead. “I can give you a couple names.” 


Once they were back in the Mustang, Gabe rolled down his window and stared at the names Tina had 
written down. Tegan’s glare burned the side of his face. Balling up the paper, he chucked it on the 
dash and turned toward her. 

“She gave us bullshit names.” 

“How can you tell?” Tegan glanced at the paper and back at him. “And how come you didn’t tell 
me you slept with her?” 


“Because one of the witches on her list is dead.” He met her gaze. “And you didn’t ask.” 

“That’s not an answer.” She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Maybe she gave you a 
dead witch because you didn’t call her for two years.” 

Gabe shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. Neither of us wanted a relationship.” 

“Not as far as you know.” 

Gabe reached over to take her hand. “Seriously. Could you imagine a psychic trying to be with me 
when she can see what’s coming? There was no future. It was comfort during a rough time—nothing 
more.” 

She looked at their joined hands. “And what exactly are we?” 

He followed her gaze, and his heart lurched. Even sleep-deprived, he knew she meant more to him 
than a simple hookup. But what did she expect him to say? The closer he got to her, the more danger 
he put her in. His feelings weren’t worth shit if he couldn’t protect her from the demons heading their 
way. 

He opened his mouth to reply, but something slapped his door. Gabe spun in his seat and caught 
Tina’s wrist before she fell down. 

Her eyes were wide, chest heaving. “We have to get out of here now.” 

Gabe jumped out and popped the seat so she could climb in the back. Once she was in, he slid 
behind the wheel and gunned the engine. The Mustang’s tires squealed, rocks pelting the car as they 
bolted into the street. 

Adrenaline had him fully alert. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Tina panted in the backseat. 
“What’s going on?” 

“They have Mara.” She leaned forward from the backseat. “That’s why I couldn’t help you in my 
shop. They’re watching me.” 

Gabe frowned. “Who?” 

“Demons.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “They took her a week ago, and her life depended on that 
dream spell.” 

He gripped the wheel tighter. “You gave me the nightmares.” 

“T had no choice.” A sob hiccupped out of her lips. “I’m sorry. They’ Il kill her if I refuse. I couldn’t 
tell you in the shop. They have a presence there now.” 

“Who is Mara?” Tegan dug a Kleenex out of her purse and passed it back. 

“My half sister. She’s only eighteen.” 

“Which demon has her?” Gabe kept his eyes on the road. 

“The demons who come to me are minions. I have no idea who their leader is.” 

Frustration gnawed at Gabe’s already-frayed nerves. “You can’t see him in your mind’s eye like 
you did me?” 

“No.” She sniffled, wiping her nose. “Demons aren’t of this world. My gifts don’t work on their 
plane. You know that.” 

He did when he could think straight. 


Tegan shifted, turning toward the backseat. “If you cast the dream spell, you can stop it, right?” 

“They Il kill her if I remove the curse.” 

Tegan sighed. “How would they be able to tell?” 

“They’re watching me constantly. I had to cast a time-blurring spell to get outside.” Tina took a 
deep breath. “They’ll be able to report that you came to see me, and I didn’t tell you that I cast the 
spell. For about one minute, time in my shop froze. When time resumed we were already gone. 
Hopefully they won’t realize I left with you.” 

“What about your car? Won’t they figure out you came with us?” 

“T live next door. My car is still in my garage.” 

Gabe pulled into a strip mall and parked. “Let me get this straight. You don’t know who is 
blackmailing you to curse me. We have no clue where they’re keeping your sister. And you can’t lift 
the curse because they’re watching you. Any other impossible problems to add to the list?” 

His head was going to explode. He kept telling himself it was the sleep deprivation talking, but 
taking Tegan and running away to an ice cap in Greenland seemed like a perfect plan at the moment. 

Tina slumped in the backseat. “I hope that’s it.” 

Tina didn’t realize that the problems he’d just listed were only the tip of the shitstorm of demon 
armies and dragons blowing in. He wasn’t going to set her straight, either. 

Tegan interrupted his wallowing. “If someone else removed the curse, would the demons be able to 
tell?” 

Tina’s brow creased. “I don’t think so. They can’t usually sense magic, which is why they’re 
always watching me.” She sighed. “But I can’t think of any witches who would risk lifting the curse. 
It’s black magic. I wouldn’t have cast it, but my sister’s life is on the line.” 

He glanced at Tegan. “What are you thinking?” 

“Tm thinking I can follow directions. If Tina can tell me how, I can remove the curse.” 

They both stared at her as if she was nuts. Maybe she was, but she was also the only one inside the 
Mustang who was offering up solutions. 

“Magic isn’t just a recipe.” Tina crossed her arms. “It’s in your bloodline. You can give someone 
ingredients and words to say, but only a witch can bring the magic to life.” 

Gabe patted Tegan’s thigh. ““We’ II figure something out.” 

Seeing their placating glances stoked the fire of her temper. “It’s better than sitting around letting 
the demons call the shots, right? If it doesn’t work then we haven’t lost anything but another sleepless 
night for Gabe.” 

Her name was in her father’s old journal, written in after she was attacked by a demon. Her father 
didn’t believe it was random, and she didn’t, either. Who was to say her bloodline wasn’t gifted in 
some kind of magic? Either way, she wouldn’t find out until she tried. 

“T could write out the directions, but Gabe will have to help you with the ingredients.” Her opinion 
of Tina went up a notch. A teeny, tiny notch. “I’ve been gone too long already.” 

Gabe glanced at the strip mall and pointed toward the 7-Eleven. “Ill run in and get a pen and 


paper. You can write it down on the way back to your place.” 

He jogged away, leaving Tegan alone in the car with Tina and a massive amount of uncomfortable 
silence. She struggled to find something to say. How many times did you and Gabe sleep together? 
Nope. /sn t he amazing in the shower? Probably not. 

Tina beat her to it. “How long have you known Gabe?” 

“About a week.” 

Tina nodded while Tegan strip-mined her brain for a safe topic. “Is your sister a witch, too?” 

“No.” She stared down at her hands in her lap. “Our powers usually manifest when puberty sets in 
and hers never did.” She lifted her gaze. “But she’s powerful in other ways.” Tina wiped a stray tear 
from her cheek. “Mara was my responsibility. We had a fight the night she ran off. If I hadn’t shouted 
maybe...” 

Tegan shook her head. “Don’t do that to yourself. If the demons were planning on taking her, they 
would have done whatever it took.” 

“T should have known what was coming.” A shrill edge cut through Tina’s voice. “But I can’t see 
them.” Her voice faded to barely a whisper. “They blind me.” 

“That’s not your fault, right? You said they’re not from this world. Did you see that we were 
coming today?” 

Tina shrugged with a nod. “It’s not like I Anew, but I had a strong suspicion.” 

“Could you feel how much your dream spell hurts Gabe?” How can you sleep at night knowing he 
can t? She kept that question in her inside voice. 

Tina lifted her gaze to meet Tegan’s eyes. “You’re protective of him.” She stared at her for a second 
and added, “A battle is coming, and he won’t be able to face it alone.” 

Tegan’s gut churned and a chill slithered down her spine. “You didn’t answer my question.” 

Tina broke eye contact and stared out the window. “I did what I had to for my sister. Gabe is strong. 
He’d figure it out eventually.” 

He opened the door, defusing the anger and dread that threatened to overwhelm Tegan. “Here’s a 
pad and pen.” He handed the bag back to Tina and glanced over at Tegan. “Everything okay?” 

Tegan shifted forward in her seat. “It will be.” 

God, I hope it will be. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Gabe pulled over a couple of blocks from Tina’s shop. She got out, leaving the pad and pen on the 
backseat. Leaning into the driver’s-side window, she brushed a kiss to his cheek. 

“Good luck, Gabriel.” 

He tipped his head. “Stay safe, Tina.” 

She turned and walked away. He watched her go, wondering if this would be the last time he saw 
her. It was a pretty common occurrence in his world. People died or disappeared often. Another 
reason to keep everyone at arm’s length. If he allowed himself to care about all the people who 
wandered into his life, insanity wouldn’t be far behind. 

But in the time he’d known Tina, he’d always believed the world was better off with her in it. She 
helped people find their way through this crazy world. Hopefully she’d find her way out of this mess. 

Tegan broke his train of thought when she unbuckled her seat belt and reached into the backseat. 
Retrieving the pad, she tilted it toward the dim, yellow streetlight. “I know you consider Tina a 
friend, but she cast this spell on you understanding completely that 1t would hurt you. What kind of 
friend does that?” 

“Maybe a friend who’s scared for her sister’s life.” He drove away from the curb. “Are you 
hungry? We can look over the ingredients while we eat.” 

Her stomach answered for her, making him smile. 

“Food sounds good.” 

He pulled into a metered space near the Crystal Pier in Pacific Beach and turned off the engine. 
Tegan grabbed the pad from the seat. He almost asked why before he remembered the spell. It was 
unsettling to realize his brain was so muddled. 

Outside the car, he took Tegan’s free hand. Her fingers laced with his, binding him to the moment. 
His lifeline while the world blurred around him. They walked along the beach, silent, watching the 
moonlight sparkle on the waves. It would’ve been romantic if they weren’t talking about unraveling 
sleep curses. 

A lopsided smile curved his lips. 

“What’s so funny?” 

He glanced down at Tegan. “What?” 

“You chuckled.” 

“T did?” He shook his head. “I might be more screwed up than I realized.” 

“Having out-of-body experiences?” She gave his hand a squeeze. 


“How did you know?” 

A beautiful smile crept across her face, sending a warm breeze of calm through his scarred soul. “I 
went to USC, remember? I spent whole semesters in a cloud of sleep deprivation.” 

They wandered into a seafood restaurant and got a window table looking out over the ocean. Gabe 
stared into the distance. ““Too bad we missed the sunset.” 

Tegan nudged his foot under the table and gestured to interior of the restaurant. “They’ve got plenty 
of sunsets on the walls.” 

His gaze wandered around the room. There were even a few photos of the legendary “green flash” 
on the Pacific Ocean. Impressive. He’d witnessed hundreds, possibly thousands, of sunsets and never 
caught the flash of the sun dipping into the horizon. That final, mythical green flash. 

He needed to get his head back in the game or they might not have many sunsets left. They had to 
infiltrate the Eden Club and find Tegan’s Hingo demon before the army Lago spoke of took some kind 
of action. But in Gabe’s condition, he’d be lucky to get through the door, let alone keep her safe. 

Tegan sat across from him, ready to attempt witch magic to grant him some rest. He’d never met a 
woman like her. Sometimes her courage terrified him. He’d never been in a position to lean on 
anyone before, and the vulnerability ate at him. Maybe it was the sleep deprivation, but the thing 
between them kept growing. It was getting harder to ignore. 

To deny. 

She caught him staring at her. Her cheeks flushed with color. “What?” She tucked a stray lock of 
hair behind her ear. “Do I look that bad?” 

He shook his head. “You look beautiful.” 

She swallowed and lifted her eyes. “You never got a chance to answer my question before Tina ran 
into your car door.” 

Their conversation slowly replayed in his mind. “Yeah?” 

Crap. What did she ask? 

“T just want to say whatever this is between us, I’ve got your back, okay? I’m ready to fight.” Her 
eyes sparkled in the candlelight. “And I’m ready to kick ass.” 

“You are by far the sexiest demon killer I’ve ever met.” In spite of the exhaustion, part of him was 
ready to show her he meant every word. 


While they ate, Tegan pulled out the pad with Tina’s notes on it. “This looks way too simple.” She 
handed the list to Gabe. “Magic should be more complicated. More ingredients and magic words or 
something.” 

Gabe glanced at her from under his thick lashes. “Magic is intention. The ingredients help, but it’s 
usually the spell-caster who makes or breaks the magic.” He stared at the list again. “That’s why 
bloodline matters. Witches like Tina are few and far between.” 

Tegan took a swig of iced tea, hoping to douse the fire in her belly. “You don’t think I'll be able to 


do this.” 

He passed the pad back. “The only spells and curses that I’ve ever seen work were cast by witches 
or the demon lawyers. I hope you prove me wrong.” 

Hearing that demons had lawyers derailed her for a second, but she didn’t take the bait and stayed 
on topic. “My name is written in that journal for a reason. Who’s to say I don’t have magic in my 
bloodline?” 

He raised his hands up in mock surrender. “I didn’t say you don’t. But we should have a plan B if 
we can’t get rid of the curse on my dreams.” 

She blew out an indignant sigh. “Fine. What’s your plan B?” 

“We have to get into the Eden Club. If your demon is there, youl recognize him, I can kill him, and 
you'll be free. The door to hell stays closed.” He downed another whiskey shot and stared out the 
window. “But I can’t face the demons like this. It’s all I can do to keep conversation, let alone 
remember how to kill different demon species.” He put his glass on the table. “Pll have to kidnap 
Tina and force her to lift it.” 

“That plan B seems awfully simple. What about Tina’s sister?” 

He turned, weariness and exhaustion plain in his green eyes. “She’s probably dead already.” 

Tegan stared down at her food. She’d never met Mara and she wasn’t very fond of Tina, but the 
thought that a young woman was dead, killed by demons, made all of this even more real. She’d be 
next if they couldn’t stop the Hingo demon. And for an added bonus to the suckage, if the demons did 
kill her, there was a chance some president of hell would be paying the rest of humanity a little visit. 
Her parents, her karate students, everyone she cared about would be in danger. 

Gabe paid for dinner and excused himself to the bathroom. Tegan sat at the table and glanced out 
the window. The waves rolled in while she lost herself in thoughts about magic, demons, and 
bloodlines. A couple of kids rode by on skateboards, a guy on a bike, beach bums pushed shopping 
carts, and gradually the hair at the back of her neck began to tingle. 

She blinked and stared into the darkness, focusing on the people instead of her thoughts. 

She scanned the boardwalk all the way over to the pier. Her heart stuttered. Leaning against the 
entrance to the Crystal Pier was a tall, slender man with olive skin and jet-black hair. He wore blue 
jeans and a green button-down shirt, and the second she made eye contact, his eyes glowed golden. 
He smiled, flashing his much-too-white teeth, and raised his fingertips to his lips, blowing her a kiss. 

Him. Her attacker, the demon they’d been hunting. He was back. 

Dread filled her chest until her breathing labored. She glanced toward the bathroom. Even if Gabe 
came out, was he in any condition to slay anything? The demon started cracking his knuckles, and her 
fear exploded into anger. 

Good. She could channel anger. 

Gabe came out just as she got up and made her way out of the restaurant. ““What’s going on?” 

“Tt’s him. At the Crystal Pier.” She jogged toward the pier, but the demon had vanished before she 
could reach him. Her pulse raced. He had to be here. Demons couldn’t disappear into this air. At least 


she hadn’t met one who could yet. 

Footsteps approached behind her and Tegan spun, ready to attack. 

Gabe put his hand up. “Just me.” 

She relaxed, but her hands still trembled with unspent adrenaline. “He was here.” She looked up 
and down the pier. “The bastard who bit me was right here. Watching me.” 

Gabe straightened, slipping his hand inside his jacket. “Stay here.” 

Screw that. 

He went two steps before she was at his side again. He shot her a glare, and she whispered, “I’ve 
got your back, remember?” 

He rolled his eyes but didn’t try to talk her out of it. 

Tegan stayed close behind his right shoulder, watching the shadows for any movement. Suddenly 
Tina’s words about a battle coming echoed in her mind. She took a slow breath, forcing her mind to 
quiet. Panic could keep her company later. 

Deeper in the shadows, Gabe slid his dagger free from his coat. Tegan wet her lips, making a 
mental note to grab a weapon out of the Mustang’s trunk later, one to keep with her at all times. For 
now, she had her fists, feet, and wits. 

A few men slept in dirty sleeping bags in the shadows along the boardwalk. Apparently the demon 
wasn’t interested in them. Gabe stopped suddenly, and she thumped against his back. 

“Sorry,” she whispered. 

He held his fingers to his lips, and she held her breath, trying to force her eyes to see in the dark. 

Gabe took a deep breath through his nose and shook his head. “He’s gone.” 

“Gone?” She glanced at the gazillion hiding places under the pier. “How can you be so sure? He 
stood right here giving me the evil eye.” 

“If he were anywhere within a football field, ’'d be able to smell him.” 

“There’s no lingering scent? Nothing?” 

“Demons aren’t from this world. I can smell them when they’re right here because they produce an 
odor, but it doesn’t stay in our world when they leave since they’re not a part of it. Sounds cryptic, 
but that’s how it is.” He turned and made eye contact. “Are you sure it was him? This is a long way 
from the restaurant, and it’s dark.” 

“Tm positive.” She tried to keep her voice down. Homeless guys had enough problems without 
hearing about demons on their beach. “When he realized I spotted him, his eyes glowed, a bright gold 
color like they did when...” 

When the guy I danced with invited me outside, went all demon on me, and ate a chunk of my 
flesh. Her lips still refused to say the words out loud. 

Gabe nodded, giving the area one more scan. “Well, he’s not here now, but he’s seen you. We need 
to get the hell out of here and try that spell. I can’t face that guy like this. Time’s running out. We need 
to get inside the Eden Club.” 

He took her hand, polite enough not to mention how sweaty her palms were at the moment. Seeing 


those gold, glowing eyes again was like a nightmare come true. But if that demon thought she would 
lie down and die without a fight, he had the wrong goddamn girl. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Gabe focused on the rearview mirror, but he wasn’t watching for the highway patrol. Tegan was 
certain she saw that damned Hingo demon, and he wanted to be sure he didn’t lead it right to her 
place. The speedometer crept up while he kept replaying the night in his mind. 

“Watching for flashing lights?” 

He shook his head. “Nope. Tails.” 

“Tails? As in people following us?” She peered into the mirror on the passenger side. “You think 
he’s behind us somewhere?” 

Gabe tightened his grip on the wheel. “He’s been searching for you. The minions he’s sent are 
tracking his scent in your body.” 

Tegan winced. “You're kidding.” 

“That scar doesn’t have a scent for you, but for a minion, they’ll smell their master’s taint in a 
heartbeat. So far we’ve killed every demon who’s found you, so there’s no way your name or address 
has gotten back to him. Yet. He must be getting tired of waiting if he tracked you on his own tonight. 
This would be his chance to find us.” 

“Don’t they have demon superpowers or something? Your informant could fly.” 

He glanced at her and almost laughed for no reason. Sleep deprivation was definitely taking a toll. 
“They do most everything we can. That’s why so many of them hate us. They live in this world, but 
they’re forced to hide their existence. Demons have massive egos, and pretending to be a human is far 
beneath most of them.” 

“T bet it would suck to be stuck here pretending to be something you’re not.” 

Gabe shrugged. “Doesn’t give you the right to kill innocent people.” 

He never really considered the demons’ side. He rested one hand on her thigh, giving it a gentle 
squeeze. He could get used to talking to her. 

But he had to get her out of this mess first. 

He pulled into the Sprouts Farmers Market parking lot and nearly drove right over the concrete 
block at the front of the space. They both rocked forward before being jerked back by their seat belts. 
Tegan held out her hand. “I’m driving home.” 

He nodded and turned off the engine before placing his keys in her hand. No point arguing with her. 
This was worse than being drunk. He couldn’t tell if he’d blinked for a second or five minutes. 

He walked Tegan inside, scanning the lot as they went. Organic spell supplies. He had to smile that 
Tegan thought organic herbs might help. Belief was a huge ingredient for magic, though, and if she 


believed locally grown herbs would be better, who was he to tell her any different? 

They made it through the shopping trip without incident, and he hadn’t caught a trace of the sulfur 
that meant demons were nearby. He watched the mirror, feeling useless and punchy while Tegan 
drove back to the dojo. 

He had Tegan park the Mustang in the back of the lot, far from the streetlight. If the demon had seen 
his car in Pacific Beach, he didn’t want to make it easy to spot here. He got out first, taking a deep 
whiff of the sea air. 

No demons. 

She handed him the bag from their quick trip to Sprouts and opened the door to the dojo. Safely 
inside, she locked it back up and set the alarm. Gabe followed her up the stairs. Her jeans fit her 
perfectly, and he admired the view, relieved that exhaustion hadn’t stolen his senses completely. 
Although he had no business admiring her ass when he should be kicking demon ass. 

If he could keep his train of thought and focus, they’d both be safer. 

He placed the bag on the counter and took a seat in the easy chair. Tegan zoomed around her tiny 
kitchen, preparing the sage and rosemary while she warmed milk on the stove. He loved watching her. 
She moved with purpose and always with the grace and reflexes of a trained fighter. 

Settling back in the chair, he yawned and waited. When Tegan finally turned toward him, the front 
of her shirt was bright red, covered in blood. Her blood. More pulsed out through the crescent-shaped 
wound in the side of her neck. She lifted her trembling hand to cover it, barely slowing the bleeding. 

“He bit me.” Her breath wheezed from her lips. “Gabe.” She gasped. “He bit me.” She stumbled 
out of the kitchen, pale and her eyes wide with shock. Before he could scramble out of the chair, she 
collapsed into his arms, her dark eyes staring up at him. “This is your fault. You let him come for me. 
It hurts.” Blood gurgled in her throat. “I couldn’t wake you. You wouldn’t wake up.” 

He screamed and opened his eyes to find Tegan yelling at him. 

“Gabe!” 

He was up and out of the chair, yanking her into his arms, his pulse thrumming, heart stuttering in 
his chest. 

“Everything’s fine.” Tegan held him tight. “It was a nightmare.” 

He closed his eyes, willing the tears not to fall. Jesus, he’d never been so terrified in his life. His 
fault. His hands trembled like a junkie in need of a fix. He needed sleep, but after that dream, he never 
wanted to sleep again. 

Tegan pulled back. He focused on her eyes, his lifeline to reality. 

“Do you want some water?” 

“No.” He rubbed his forehead. “The dream changed. Tina recast tonight. She’s heard your voice 
now.” 

“T spoke in your dream?” 

“Yeah.” The fear ebbed and bitterness swelled. “That bitch. She threw me under the bus.” 

“If she needed to meet me to add my voice, how did she get my face in your dreams before? The 


demon didn’t take my picture when he attacked me outside that club or anything.” 

Gabe frowned, wishing his mind were half as sharp as Tegan’s at the moment. “Good question. 
You’ve never met her before?” 

“No.” She crossed her arms. “Never.” 

He snatched up his coat. “Damn it.” 

“Where do you think you’re going? I had to drive us home, remember? You can’t get behind the 
wheel of a car right now.” 

He gripped his coat in both hands, twisting it, struggling to calm the panic and rage. “I have to do 
something, Tegan.” 

She stepped closer and slid her hand up his chest. Her touch soothed him all the way to his soul. 
“How about, for once, you let me help you. Let me work this spell. I can do it.” 

He wanted that to be true. Sadly, wanting it wasn’t enough to change reality. “Judging by what just 
happened, it seems like she spent time with us to get more ammunition to power her spell.” 

“She’s worried about her sister.” 

He nodded. “Yeah, but I’m thinking that spell she wrote down is probably not right. Doesn’t seem 
like helping me was high on her list tonight.” 

Tegan reached up, cupping his cheek to force his gaze to meet hers. “She didn’t think I'd be able to 
lift the spell anyway. Why go to the trouble to make something up?” 

He bent to kiss her warm, soft lips. The woman was sexy, brave, and the only clear thinker in the 
room. “All right. We’ll try your way first. Then I’m going out to have another chat with my friend 
Tina.” 


Tegan sat Gabe in one of the hard chairs at her tiny table. With any luck it’d be too uncomfortable for 
him to fall asleep in. She hadn’t asked him about the dream. His scream echoed with panic, so why 
make him relive it? 

She turned all her attention on the spell. Gabe could be right: it could be a fake. It seemed too 
simple to her, but what did she know about magic? 

Once the milk warmed, forming a foamy skin on top, she skimmed it and put it in one of her never- 
before-used wooden salad bowls. She figured the natural wood might help. It couldn’t hurt. Next, she 
added in the pinch of sage and rosemary, mixing it into a thick, pasty substance. 

Returning to the table with her bowl, she sat beside Gabe. “Ready?” 

He nodded, blinking his bloodshot eyes. “Paint me, baby.” 

A chuckle escaped her lips. “I might let you keep ‘baby.’” 

“Nice.” Seeing his grin lifted her spirits, buoying her confidence. “So no ‘pumpkin,’ no ‘ma’am,.’ 
but ‘baby’ got a definite maybe.” 

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “We’ll see. Stop making me laugh. ve got some serious magic to 
work here.” 


“Is that part of the spell? Seriousness?” 

“You're getting delirious.’ She dipped her index finger into the room-temperature goo. 

“A few hours of sleep, and I'll be back in the game.” 

“Hopefully I can help you with that.” She brought her fingertips out of the bowl. “Close your eyes, 
and don’t you dare sleep.” 

He followed directions, and she drew a circle in the middle of his forehead. “You can open them 
now.” 

“That was fast.” The corner of his mouth curved up, and it took all the self-control she had to 
maintain her focus. He looked cute somehow with his puffy eyes and a circle painted on his forehead. 
Like the first guy who fell asleep at a slumber party. 

“We’re just getting started.” 

She went back to the kitchen and pulled the cinnamon-scented pillar candle and canister of salt out 
of the bag. With the candle placed in the center of the table, she lit it and circled the base with a trail 
of salt. “Almost ready.” 

She took the dried sage and dropped it on a plate. Placing the plate at the edge of the table, she lit 
the pile of herbs and blew out the flame, leaving it to smolder. The soothing scent surrounded them as 
she sat in the chair across from him and placed her hands on the table. 

“Give me your hands, and close your eyes.” 

He did, and she held them tight before her eyelids closed. Pulling the sage scent into her lungs, she 
let the words flow. “This is a circle, purified with fire and protected by love. No magic can enter this 
place. Curses are not welcome. We banish false thoughts and false dreams. We welcome the light of 
hope.” 

She didn’t feel anything happening. Did magic have a feeling? Pulling in another whiff of the sage, 
she started again. “This circle is purified by fire and protected by love. No magic or curses can enter 
this place. We banish false thoughts and false dreams. We welcome the light of hope.” 

She kept repeating the words, varying them until they became a part of her. “This circle, purified by 
fire and guarded by love, cannot be broken. No magic, no curses, and no false dreams may harm us. 
Together we walk in the light of hope.” 

This final chant sent energy thrumming through her body and out her fingertips. She opened her 
eyes, and the candle’s flame stretched until it rose at least a foot above the wick, warming her face. 
The heat spread up from her feet all the way to the top of her head, tingling. 

Across from her, Gabe opened his eyes, his gaze locked on hers. “You did it.” His mouth curved 
gently at the corners. “Do you feel it?” 

She wasn’t even sure what it was, but she definitely felt something. Like a cozy blanket by the 
fireplace. Peace. 

“Are you sure it worked?” 

“Pretty sure. Warmth, like sunshine, slid up from my feet all the way to my head. That usually 
happens with purifying magic.” 


“T felt that, too.” Magic. She’d made it work. 

He squeezed her hands. “Only one way to test it.” 

She glanced at the bed. “Ready to catch up on some sleep?” 

“Definitely.” He stood up, only releasing one of her hands as he came around to her side of the 
table. He bent to kiss her lips, and her entire body warmed all over again. 

Breaking the kiss, Tegan got up from her chair. “If it didn’t work, we can try again. I could modify 
ingredients or change the words or something?” 

He tugged her toward the bed. “I already feel better.” He nodded toward the table. “And the 
candle’s still got that magic flame burning, see?” 

Sure enough, the flame remained about a foot long, without a single flicker. “Should I blow it out? 
After all this, I’d rather not die ina house fire.” 

“T think the spell is cast. The rest is ceremony.” 

“Tn real-speak that means I can blow it out, right?” 

Gabe kicked off his shoes and nodded. “You can blow it out.” 

Tegan went back to the table and snuffed out the flame. By the time she reached the bed, Gabe was 
already asleep. She lay beside him in the darkness, listening to his slow, even breathing. 

Waiting for the dreams to begin. 


Gabe woke up disoriented. The sun was...setting? How long had he slept? 

He lifted his head. Where was Tegan? 

Gabe sat up and rubbed his eyes. The apartment was empty. He heard a muffled voice call out from 
downstairs. “Come on, you guys. Channel the power all the way to the edge of your foot.” 

He smiled and stretched. Tegan was teaching. 

After a quick shower and shave, he pulled on a T-shirt and sweatpants. Careful not to disrupt the 
class, he descended a couple of steps and sat down, watching her in the mirrored wall below. Her 
auburn ponytail bounced while she demonstrated a new kick combination, making sure they 
differentiated between their side kicks and roundhouse kicks. After answering a few more questions, 
she grabbed her big kicking pad and braced herself. 

“Come on, Devon.” She rattled the padded shield. “Show me what you’ ve got.” 

Devon answered with a solid kick and a smile that lit up the room. “T did it.” 

“You sure did!” She bumped knuckles with her student. “I won’t accept anything less from you 
now.” 

“Yes, Sensei.” He bowed and jogged to the back of the line. 

Gabe rubbed his neck. Watching Tegan work, seeing the pride in the eyes of her students, moved 
him. Even though she recently learned demons exist, that some of them wanted her blood, and she 
managed to break a curse on his dreams, here she was sweating with a group of kids, encouraging 
them to be more than they believed they could be. 


Just when he thought he couldn’t admire her more. 

He swallowed hard. It was more than admiration. Now that he’d slept and cleared his head, it was 
tough to deny the emotions in his gut. Saying the words would be pointless unless they lived through 
their visit to the Eden Club tonight. 

But maybe the words were the magic. 

He was lost in his thoughts when one of the kids called up the stairs. “Hi, Gabe!” 

He grinned and stood. “Hey, Devon. You looked good today.” 

“Thanks! Coming twice a week is really helping. Sensei says I should be ready to test up to my blue 
belt soon.” 

Devon was a thick fifteen-year-old boy still waiting for that teenage growth spurt to hit him. Gabe 
jogged down the steps, his gaze sweeping over to Tegan just in time to see her bending over to put the 
boxing gloves away. Bonus. 

He glanced at the boy again and ran his fingers back through his damp hair. “If you ever need a 
sparring partner, you know where to find me.” 

Devon’s eyes lit up. “Maybe next week I can get my mom to bring me a little early.” 

Tegan came up beside Gabe. “Be careful. Devon’s getting dangerous.” 

“Devon, my mom’s here,” one of the other kids called from out front. 

“Coming!” Devon bowed to Tegan and scurried to grab his shoes before running out to the car pool. 

Tegan smiled up at Gabe. “Feeling better?” 

“Much.” He walked over to the door that Devon failed to close. “How long did I sleep?” 

Tegan glanced at the clock on the wall. “About sixteen hours. Any dreams?” 

He shrugged. “If I had any, they weren’t bad.” He flipped the dead bolt. “Until we catch that guy 
you saw last night, you should probably suspend your classes. Just to be safe.” 

Her smile faded. “I thought about it, but you said the demons have to hide their existence, right? He 
wouldn’t come in all demon-y with a room full of teenagers.” 

“We can’t be sure what he’s capable of.” Gabe crossed to her, taking her hand. “You care about 
those kids. I'd hate for anything to happen.” 

“Youre right.” Tegan sighed. “Pll cancel classes next week.” She headed for the stairs to her 
apartment. “I bet you’re starving.” 

He followed her upstairs and sat at the table while Tegan pulled out a tray of lasagna from the oven. 

“T slept through you making lasagna?” Gabe’s stomach churned. 

Tegan pried two pieces from the pan and plopped them onto a paper plate. “Don’t get too excited. 
It’s not homemade, it’s Stouffer’s.” 

Gabe’s gut squealed in anticipation. “Too late.” 


Chapter Sixteen 


After dinner, Gabe cleaned up while Tegan went over her notes again. The answer had to be here. 
Children of the Dragon. She rested her elbows on the table and closed her eyes. What could it mean? 

Whats in our bloodline that demons might want? It can’t be actual dragons. 

She snapped to attention, flipping to the front of the journal. Dragons and demons. Demons. What if 
her bloodline wasn’t froma dragon? And then a piece fell into place. 

“Gabe?” 

“Yeah?” He glanced over at her from the sink. 

“You said demons can do most things we can, right?” She tapped the end of her pen feverishly 
against the table. “Could they father children?” 

“Sure. Incubi and a couple of other types of demons can impregnate women who give birth to half 
demons. Why?” He put the last glass away and sat beside her. 

She shuddered. “I’d hoped they were just horror-movie stuff.” 

“Nope. They’re real.” He draped his arm around the back of her chair. “There are half demons 
among us.” 

She dropped her pen. “If the dragon in my dad’s old story was really a demon, maybe that’s what in 
our blood. We could be children of a demon, not a dragon in the way we think of them.” 

Gabe shifted her papers around and pulled out the Wikipedia page she had printed. Scanning it, he 
mumbled, “They could have been winged demons, much larger than humans.” He read further and set 
the paper down. “If the red dragon was really a demon, and he vanquished the white dragon back to 
hell, he may have stayed in this world. A hero among mortals. Worshipped.” 

“There was something about the dragon and a king.” She sifted through her papers until she found 
what she was looking for. Goose bumps rose on her arms as she read her translation: “And the king 
offered his daughter in tribute to the dragon.” She set the paper down. “I thought that line meant he 
sacrificed her to the dragon, but what if ‘offered’ meant more like a mate? A trophy for the savior of 
their people.” 

“Very possible.” Gabe pulled the journal over. “And if his bloodline continued, I'd bet his blood 
keeps the white dragon banished in hell.” 

“Yes. Wait, I saw something in here.” She flipped the pages of the journal back to the third page, 
right before the names began. Her stomach twisted, dinner threatening to come back up. “The blood of 
the red dragon must be preserved. It sounds insane, but could I carry the red dragon’s blood?” 

Gabe shrugged. “You lifted the hex on my dreams, and it’s really no stranger than me being a slayer, 


right? Maybe each generation, one of the red dragon’s bloodline carries the key to ending the white 
dragon’s imprisonment in hell? That would also explain why your dad’s name isn’t in the book. He’s 
not the carrier for his generation.” 

He ran his finger down the dates and looked up. “This had got to be why he wants you, Tegan. It has 
to be. Lago said the Hingo demon is building an army to attract the president’s favor, but I bet that’s 
only a cover. You’re his ace in the hole.” 

She pulled her hair back from her forehead. “This can’t be real. It can’t be. If all these people were 
killed, why wasn’t the white dragon already released?” 

“Generations overlap. Maybe as they killed one, another had already been born. Your dad was the 
first one to leave his homeland, right?” He took her hand, holding it tight. “You could be the last one.” 

Tears welled in her eyes while her brain wrestled with Gabe’s words. “How? How did he find me 
in the first place? How could he possibly have known?” 

Gabe rubbed her back slowly. “I wish I had a clue.” 

She was almost a demon incubator. 

Was that what happened to all the names listed in the journal? 

Was the demon’s army built from generations of her family? 


Tegan was in the shower taking some time to absorb the information they’d just put together. He didn’t 
blame her, but he hoped she’d be ready soon. 

Thumping came from her closet, and Gabe sprang to his feet, grabbing his dagger from his coat. 
Making his way toward the closet, he checked that the bathroom door remained closed. If he could 
spare Tegan a fight, he would. 

He slid her closet door open. 

Lago winced at the light, bringing his gnarled hand up to shade his large eyes. “Gabriel?” 

Gabe’s shoulders sagged with relief. “I forgot you were in there.” He stashed his dagger. “Feeling 
better?” 

Lago tottered out of the closet, fluttering his newly healed wings. “Much better.” 

Gabe sat on the edge of the bed, facing the demon. “I’m glad you’re here. Tell me what you know 
about Haagenti. He’s the president in hell you mentioned, right?” 

The demon tipped his head from side to side, popping joints like popcorn. “Yes, and he commands 
thirty-three demon legions.” 

“But what about his legends? Did he ever live in this world?” 

Lago sniffed the air. “Lasagna?” 

“If I give you some, it’s a trade for information. Deal?” 

The demon nodded, and Gabe went in the kitchen and unwrapped the tray of the leftover pasta. He 
tossed it on the table in front of the demon. “Now talk.” 

Lago dug into the lasagna with his hands. “I think he did live in the human world, ages before this 
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one. 

“Could he have looked like a dragon to the humans?” 

“A dragon?” Lago licked the tomato sauce off his fingers. “He does have wings. Big, white wings 
with claws on the tips.” 

Gabe gripped the edge of the table. “Haagenti needs Tegan’s blood to come through the portal. 
She’s the last of the red dragon’s bloodline in this world. Or at least that’s the best we’ve come up 
with.” 

“If you two right...” Lago stopped eating for a second and stared at Gabe. “She’s the key. 
Understand now.” He scooped up the last bits of lasagna. “Demon opens the door for the president, he 
sends demon home when the portal opens.” Lago nodded, preoccupied with licking the pan clean. 
“Armies don’t matter after all. He needed key. Your woman.” 

The bathroom door opened. Tegan flinched when she noticed the demon in her chair. “Lago. Jeez. I 
forgot he was here.” She pulled her robe tighter. “You look better.” 

He set the clean tray down and gave her a toothy grin, his mouth ringed in tomato sauce. “Feel 
better. No wonder you fight hard. You have dragon blood in your veins.” 

Her jaw slackened. “You told him?” 

“T needed to connect the dots.” He got up and wrapped his arms around her, breathing her in. “Are 
you still ready to kick some ass?” 

Tegan pulled back with a hint of a smile. “Let me get dressed.” 

While Tegan changed in the bathroom, Gabe tried not to second-guess his next move. He slept well, 
his mind was alert, his body strong and ready. But taking Tegan with him to the Eden Club was a huge 
risk. 

Leaving her behind when demons were searching for her didn’t seem like an option, either. 

All his options were basically shit. The best he could hope for was the least shitty. 

Tegan’s black leggings were nonrestrictive and perfect for combat. She opted for some flat-soled 
boots to give her kicks some added impact. Her black tank hugged her body and covered her scar, 
while the sheer violet top made her feel a little sexy. 

Nothing wrong with a shot of confidence. 

She came out and Gabe grinned, his eyes sliding up her body. “You look amazing. Sure you want to 
go to the Eden Club?” 

Tegan nodded. “Yep. With any luck they’ II never suspect I’m there to take them down.” 

Lago hopped up on the counter. “Bad idea to go to the demons.” 

“Better than waiting for them to surprise us.” She grabbed a coat, already pondering which 
weapons would fit best inside the inner pockets. “This way we’ll be on the offensive.” 

The demon flapped his wings and took off through the kitchen window. He quickly vanished into 
the dark. 

Gabe took Tegan’s hand. “This could be the worst decision I’ve ever made. You have the right to 
try to talk me out of it.” 


Acid burned in her stomach as she stared up into his eyes. “This battle is coming either way. For 
once, we’ll have surprise on our side. We’I!] cover each other, and send a few demons back to hell.” 

Gabe surprised her with a kiss that curled her toes. Her lips parted, and his tongue swept in to 
caress hers. She moaned into him, sliding her hands up his chest, enjoying the way his body 
responded to her touch, his muscles contracting tight. Her warrior. And she’d be fighting right beside 
him. 

He lightened the kiss, his lips brushing hers long and slow until he rested his forehead against hers. 
She stared into his eyes, memorizing this precious moment of peace. 

Gabe’s voice was a low, husky whisper, flushing her body with heat. “I need to tell you something 
before we go.” 

She kissed him again, her lips lingering against his before she answered. “All right.” 

He ran his rough fingers along her jaw. “The more I’m near you, the more terrified I get that Pll 
lose you.” He cleared his throat. “But you’re always watching my back. What I’m trying to say is...if 
we make it through tonight, I don’t want this partnership to be over.” 

Tegan’s heart pounded. The time she’d spent with Gabe had brought her back to life. Before him 
she’d existed, but she didn’t live. Not really. She didn’t want to date around when she’d already 
found someone who made her feel this way. 

She prayed her voice wouldn’t squeak. “I don’t want it to be over, either.” 

The corner of his mouth crept up into a knee-weakening crooked grin. “Then we should definitely 
plan on living through tonight.” 

She nodded, starting to smile. “That was my plan all along.” 

“T love the way you think...” His words died away as his lips claimed hers. He wrapped her in his 
arms, and she tangled her fingers in the back of his hair. He broke the kiss and whispered, “I love 
you, Tegan.” 

Warmth washed through her, her heart racing as she stared up into his eyes, her gaze locked on his. 
“T love you, too.” 

He lifted her off the ground, his lips claiming hers. When he set her back down she was breathless, 
struggling to hold back tears. Suddenly she could see a future in front of her. A happy future. She just 
needed to live to see it. 

“Let’s kick some demon ass.” 

He grinned, nipping at her bottom lip before pulling away to grab his coat. “You’re so hot when you 
talk slayer.” 


Chapter Seventeen 


Gabe parked in a hotel parking structure about a block away from their destination. The Eden Club 
was on the outer edge of downtown San Diego, south of the convention center and Petco Park. 
Although the doors remained closed, the beat of the bass vibrated in Gabe’s chest. The word Eden 
glowed in green neon letters above the black double doors. A tall bodybuilder stood watch out front. 
The security guard kept consulting his clipboard like new names might appear at any second. 

A few months ago, Gabe infiltrated the club to gather information during another case, but this was 
a different occasion entirely. His coat hung heavy on his shoulders, weighted down by a dagger in the 
inside pocket, a small battle-axe hanging from a loop inside the lining, and a spiked flail rested 
between his shoulder blades. His other pocket held a Baggie with a chloroform-soaked rag. 

He walked toward the club, holding Tegan’s hand. “You sure you’re ready for this?” 

“You'd have to use that chloroform on me to keep me out.” 

He shook his head, but his gaze never left the bouncer. “That’s reserved for our pal out front.” 

“And you're sure it'll work on him?” 

“Yeah, he’s a half demon, so he still needs oxygen. It’ knock him out.” He glanced her way. “Lago 
heard them talking about the Hingo demon when he was here, but that’s no guarantee he’! be inside, 
so be on the lookout. If he’s there, then he’s our main target. If not, we’ll pressure the minions for 
information.” 

“Tl be ready for him this time.” She tightened her hold on his hand. “If we take him out of the 
game, how do we handle all the others under him?” 

“They don’t organize well without a leader. We divide and conquer.” 

She lifted her chin a notch, and he resisted the urge to take one last kiss from her lips. He had every 
intention of surviving and getting plenty of time to love this woman properly. 

“Tf he’s in there, Pll find him.” Tegan picked up her pace and crossed the street to the club. No one 
was milling around the entrance, so this was their chance. 

Gabe followed behind her and slid one hand into his pocket, opening the Baggie inside. His 
fingertips brushed the moist rag. He gripped it and approached from the side while Tegan checked the 
clipboard with the large bodyguard. 

“Are you sure I’m not on the list? Lago invited me.” She caught Gabe’s eye over the bouncer’s 
shoulder. “You know him, right?” 

The security guard’s voice was a low rumble. “He was thrown out recently.” 

“Maybe that’s why my name is gone.” 


Gabe reached around from behind the guard to place the wet rag over his nose and mouth. The 
guard struggled, trying to pull Gabe’s hand off his face. Tegan landed a solid punch to his abdomen, 
knocking his breath out in a whoosh. Instinctively, he drew in a deep breath, and the chloroform sent 
him to sleep. 

Gabe settled him on the ground beside the door and tucked the rag back into his front pocket. Tegan 
reached for the door handle. Gabe held his breath for a second, wishing one last time for another way 
to keep her out of this, keep her safe. But there wasn’t one, so he gave her the signal, nodding. She 
opened the door, and they stepped into the shadowed club. 

The music blared five decibels louder inside. Verbal communication would be tough. He held her 
hand as she wandered across the dance floor toward the bar. It didn’t take long for the demons to 
notice him. 

A burly Drog demon stepped into Gabe’s path. ““We don’t serve slayers here.” 

“Didn’t come in for that anyway.” He rolled his shoulders, drinking in the swell of adrenaline 
entering his bloodstream. 

“One step closer, and you’re dead, asshole.” 

He glanced over his shoulder at Tegan. Her back pressed against his. A horned Presco demon 
glared at Tegan. “You need any help?” 

“Nope, just watch my back. I’ve got yours.” 

Gabe stared up at the Drog. The ripe-scented creature had at least a foot of height over Gabe. His 

legs must’ve been severed at one time. They were a size or two too big for his body. “I’m not here for 
trouble. We’re looking for someone.” 
The four demons at the bar were on their feet now, watching them. Another demon came in from the 
back door, nostrils flaring, and two more came around the billiard table for a closer look. Tegan kept 
her shoulders squared against Gabe’s back. Suddenly her katana sword, canister of Morton Salt, and 
candle lighter didn’t seem like nearly enough to protect her. 

Lago disappeared down the hallway—at least it looked like Lago—but even if he stood with them, 
she and Gabe were still outnumbered. If the demons decided to attack all at once, they’d be screwed. 
In addition to the ox-faced demon staring her down and the demon behind the bar, another group of 
three smaller demons was clustered in the corner. 

Ox-face took a slow lick across his sharp teeth. ““Been a long time since I tasted human flesh.” 

She drew the short sword from the sheath under her coat. “That’s not going to change tonight.” 

He threw back his head in a fit of laughter. Shit. 

Over her shoulder she mumbled to Gabe. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to have 
to kill ox-face here before he eats me.” 

Gabe’s negotiations with his demon took an instant turn for the worst. The whoosh of the flail blew 
the back of her hair, and a wet, hollow crack sounded. Gabe called to her. “Got your salt?” 

She grabbed the little blue canister from her pocket and opened the spout. The ox-faced demon 
rushed her, horns first. Tegan shouted, “To your right!” 


Gabe spun with her. The bovine thing stumbled past them and fell onto the now-unconscious Drog 
demon. Gabe shot her a wink, and she shook the salt. “Will this kill it?” 

“No, but it’1l slow him down. Then take his head.” 

While the horned demon struggled to his feet, Tegan poured the salt into her other palm. A familiar 
glow caught her eyes then, and the container slipped from her grip. 

“Gabe. It’s him.” She backed up, but Gabe wasn’t behind her. 

The demon stepped out of the dark hallway, his eyes still glowing gold. “The girl is mine.” 

“You've got to be fucking kidding me.” Suddenly Gabe was at her side. His voice sank to a 
visceral growl. “Thats the Hingo who attacked you?” 

She nodded slowly and wet her lips as she slid her fingers inside her coat, brushing the tip of the 
candle lighter, reassuring herself she was ready to finish the bastard. They'd poke holes in his slimy 
skin and then set him on fire. She was ready. “That’s him.” 

Gabe bolted from her side. He swung the flail, hitting her attacker in the ribs. In spite of the 
thumping music, the sound of bones cracking echoed in her ears. 

Out of the corner of her eye, the ox-head thing was on his feet and rushing toward her. She threw the 
handful of salt into his eyes and hit him in the abdomen with a side kick that sent him smashing into 
the bar. Behind her, the big smelly Drog stirred. Shit. 

Gabe should have had her back. This was not the plan. 

She spun around, stabbing the Drog in the gut. Yellow goo flowed from the wound, the stench 
stinging her nostrils. Not a mortal blow but enough to weaken him a notch. 

She raced toward Gabe. The next swing from his flail hit the demon in the leg, but the Hingo caught 
the spiked end before Gabe could pull back for another go. 

The demon tossed the weapon to the bartender, licking his thin, bloody lips. He shouted over the 
music. “The girl is mine.” 

“She’s anything but yours.” Gabe slid his battle-axe out from his coat and stalked the demon. 

Tegan gripped the hilt of her katana and ran to help Gabe, but his ax swings were wild and erratic. 
He traded punches with the demon before taking a couple swipes with the ax as if it were an 
afterthought. 

Had Gabe lost it? What was he doing? 

Tegan tried to get closer. Someone needed to keep the other demons from getting involved, but 
Gabe’s crazed attack made it impossible for her to get a good defensive position. 

The front door opened and more bodies entered the club. Unlike her horned friend, these men and 
women appeared to be human. 

Except for the glowing, yellow eyes. 

Tegan’s pulse jumped to superspeed. “Gabe. We’ve got more trouble.” 

She thanked whatever gods might be listening that he’d heard her voice. For a second, she had his 
attention. He glanced at the new visitors. “Shit. His army.” 

The Hingo demon backed away with a slick smile. “Welcome, my children.” 


Tegan’s hands ached from her tight grip on the sword. “Do we have a plan?” 

Nothing. 

She averted her gaze. “Gabe?” 

The back door flew open. Tegan turned just as Gabe chased after the Hingo demon. She moved to 
follow, but the demon bartender slid in front of the exit. 

She raised her sword. “If you don’t get out of my way, Ill go right through you.” 

The demon crossed his arms over his chest and growled. “Try.” 


Gabe pursued the demon down the alley, tackling him to the ground. He landed punches to its face, 
over and over, until demon blood burned his hands, oozing from the sick creature’s nose and mouth. 
He wasn’t ready to kill him yet. He wanted him to hurt, to ache, to yearn for death like Gabe had for 
the past four years. Since the night he’d fought this same Hingo demon while Laura died. 

The demon hissed and covered his face with one arm, lunging forward with his jaws. His sharp 
teeth sank into Gabe’s forearm, the pain shocking him out of his cloud of vengeance. He rocked back, 
grabbing the wound, and the demon wriggled free, coughing up blood. 

Gabe stumbled away, retrieving his abandoned battle-ax. 

“Tell me, slayer.” He tipped his head toward the door to the club. “Was saving her four years ago 
worth Laura’s life?” The demon’s gold eyes glowed in the dim light of the alley. 

Anger narrowed Gabe’s line of vision, blocking the pain from the wound in his arm. He choked up 
on the battle-axe handle and moved in closer to the demon. “Don’t ever say her name, you bastard.” 

“Laura was nothing.” The demon wiped his mouth on his shirtsleeve. “This girl carries the blood of 
the red dragon in her veins. You made the right choice saving her and leaving Laura behind to die.” 
He licked his lips. “My minions told me she screamed for you while they fed on her flesh.” 

Gabe threw the ax, sinking the blade deep into the Hingo demon’s abdomen. The demon’s shirt 
darkened with blood as his legs wobbled. He stumbled, leaning against the wall of the Eden Club. 

Gabe followed, reaching into his coat for the lighter to ignite the bastard and send him back to hell. 

The lighter. Tegan had it. 

Tegan. 

Gabe spun on his heel. Holy shit, he’d been so consumed with rage he’d left her alone in the club. 

“You won't save her this time, slayer.” The demon tugged at the ax handle. “Her blood will open 
the gates of hell for me. The dragon awaits his freedom.” 

Gabe didn’t hear the rest of the demon’s monologue. He ran for the door just as it flew open. Tegan 
stumbled into his arms. Demon blood stained her entire torso. One eye was swollen and human blood, 
bright crimson, dripped from her fingertips. The bartender demon’s headless body crumpled into a 
huge doorstop behind her. 

“You're wounded.” 

“He scratched my arm. I'll be fine.” She scanned the alley behind him. ““Where the hell 1s he?” she 


shouted. 

Before Gabe could answer, Tegan sprang from his arms, running toward the Hingo demon. Gabe 
chased after her and caught her elbow, stopping her a couple yards from her target. 

“Wait. Don’t run off half-cocked. We need to—” 

“Half-cocked?” Her eyes narrowed. “You're one to talk! You ran off after this asshole and left me 
behind! You were supposed to be covering my back, or did you forget?” 

The truth of her words wounded him, but it barely scratched the surface of the putrid well of guilt 
the Hingo demon had opened up. 

When Tegan spied her attacker inside the club, he’d been ready to exact justice, but his thirst for 
revenge magnified when he recognized the face of the demon. 

He’d never seen the face of the woman he’d saved the night Laura died. He’d thrown the demon 
across the alley, and when he’d turned to check on the victim she had already scrambled to her feet, 
racing down the dark alley. He never saw the girl again, but judging by how fast she got out of there 
he figured he’d stopped the demon before he feasted on her. He’d continued fighting the bastard, but 
without a lighter to jam into the puncture wounds, he couldn’t finish him. 

But Tegan had been the victim, and she’d escaped that might and survived. He’d been saving 
Tegan’s life while Laura lost hers. 

The sick truth stole his ability to think. He could only act. 

“You have every right to be pissed, but if you light him up now, we’ll never figure out how he found 
you.” He gripped her arm tight enough to leave a mark while he waited for his words to sink in. 

She jerked her head toward the demon, breaking eye contact with him. 

“Think about it, Tegan. Demons can’t use magic. Short of a magic spell, how could he have known 
you carry the dragon’s blood? You didn’t even know. If we don’t find out how he found you, another 
demon could come after you again.” 

She nodded but didn’t look his way. “Fine. Let me go.” 

He did, but he stayed close behind her, drawing his dagger. 


The demon sat at the base of the wall, a line of green demon blood marring the bricks above him, the 
ax still embedded in his middle. 

Tegan crouched in front of the demon who nearly killed her and haunted her dreams. “How did you 
find me?” 

“Why would I tell you that?” He stopped struggling to free the ax and met her eyes. “I did not come 
this far to lose.” He growled some words in a language she’d never heard before, and suddenly the 
alley was surrounded with glowing, golden eyes. He laughed and yanked the ax from his abdomen. 
“Yes, my children. Feed!” 

“Fuck you!” Tegan pulled the trigger on the candle lighter and lunged forward, thrusting the flame at 
the end of the long tip into the demon’s wound. His body erupted in hot, blue flames. Demon blood 


stung her skin like sizzling bacon grease, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the writhing husk of the 
Hingo demon. 

“Tegan!” Gabe’s voice pulled her away from the visceral scene. 

She stood up and picked up the flail from the ground beside the demon doorstop. Rushing to Gabe’s 
side, she took up her defensive stance at his back. His coat was in a pile on the side of the alley, 
soaked in a puddle of demon blood. 

He had his battle-axe in his hands, swiping at the demon army to keep them back. 

“You all right?” He grunted, swinging again. 

A demon reached for her leg, and Tegan cracked his shoulder with the flail. “I think so.” Igniting the 
lighter with her other hand, she set fire to two of the wounded demons. “Why are they still fighting? I 
thought you said they’d stop without a leader.” 

The inhuman screech of the demons on fire hurt her ears, but she couldn’t cover them with more 
demons lurching in. 

“They should be running away,” Gabe shouted over the noise. Sweat ran down his flushed face, but 
he kept up the fight. “Unless they have another leader...” 

Tegan did her best to protect him, but the battle she’d waged against the bartender inside the Eden 
Club caught up with her. Exhaustion tugged at her muscles as she whacked another demon with the 
flail. She tried to tighten her grip on the slippery handle and noticed it was wet with her bright-red 
blood. 

The gash in her arm still bled. Had the demon cut an artery? 

Gabe reached around her waist, pushing her back behind him again while he fought the next demon 
coming at him. “Talk to me, Tegan. You have to stay awake. I’m going to get you out of here.” 

She narrowed her eyes, trying to focus on Gabe. His attacks were fluid, as though he moved in slow 
motion. The noise dulled to a low rumble, and shadows closed in on the edge of her vision. 

“T got her!’ Lago flew toward them, pulling Tegan back from the edge of exhaustion and shock. 
Hanging from the talons on his feet, dangling by her now not-so-gorgeous blond hair, was Tina. 


Chapter Eighteen 


Lago dumped his prisoner beside Tegan and landed. “This one was scrying, seeking visions of the 
future with blood and bones. She helps to open the portal for the dragon to enter.” 

“Tina?” Tegan fisted her hands at her sides. 

Tina wrapped her arms around her waist, eyes wide, staring at the demons closing in. “Get me out 
of here, and [ll explain. Please.” Her lower lip trembled, and she finally made eye contact with 
Tegan. “Help me.” 

Tegan punched her in the nose and watched her legs wobble until she toppled over face-first into a 
puddle of demon blood. 

“Bitch,” Tegan said. The extra burst of adrenaline kicked her senses back to high alert. “I’m back 
with you,” she shouted to Gabe. 

He turned just long enough to catch a glimpse of Tina on the ground while Tegan lit a couple more 
wounded Hingo demon minions on fire. 

“Lago, why’d you bring her here?” Gabe sounded winded. Tegan’s heart sank. There were still so 
many left to fight. 

Lago answered, “She seeks visions of the future for her sister.” 

“So?” Tegan landed a solid strike into a demon with the flail, trying not to feel bad about knocking 
out a woman who might’ ve just been attempting to find her kidnapped sister. 

Lago took a step behind them, away from the action. “Her sister is of demon blood.” 

“Shit.” Gabe growled, stumbling back a couple steps. “Her sister.” He spun around, slashing two 
demons with one move. “Tina’s sister 1s directing this army, isn’t she?” 

Tegan cracked a demon skull with the flail and followed it up with the lighter flame, sending 
another demon to hell. Lago’s words slowly sank in. Tina’s missing sister was a half demon? And 
was helping to open the passage from hell? 

Lago shot up in the air. “The portal!” 

Tegan followed his pointed finger. Fifty yards down the alley, the air rippled and a circle took 
shape, outlined in fire. The demons stopped attacking, their focus shifting to the portal. 

“Oh shit.” Gabe lowered his battle-axe and stood beside her, chest heaving. “It’s starting. Get out 
of here, Tegan.” He met her eyes. “I’m serious. Go. Now.” 

“Tm not leaving you here.” Her gut twisted at the thought. Even a slayer wouldn’t survive. “Either 
you come with me or we’re both staying.” She glanced at the ring of fire taking shape. “How is this 
possible when I’m still alive? I thought they couldn’t open it without—” 


A moan interrupted them. Tina sat up and groaned. “You hit me.” 

Tegan choked up on the flail. “You had it coming.” 

Gabe grabbed Tina’s upper arm and hauled her to her feet. ““We don’t have much time. Tell me what 
the hell is going on.” 

Tina pointed toward the ring of fire, her jaw slack. 

Gabe shook her until she looked at him instead of impending doom. “Lago said you were scrying 
with blood and bones. That’s black magic, Tina. What did you see?” 

Her voice hiccupped with sobs. Tegan wanted to punch her all over again. “My mother died giving 
birth to Mara. I raised her to be a good witch, but when her powers never manifested, something 
happened.” She trembled. “She was angry, dropped out of school. I didn’t understand what was going 
on with her. I needed to see her future.” 

Tegan listened while she watched the center of the fiery ring start to shimmer. Luckily, the portal 
seemed to have distracted the demons. 

“Tell me what you saw.” Gabe still sounded out of breath, but it didn’t stop the malice in his tone. 

Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she pointed at Tegan. “I saw her kill Mara.” 

Tegan turned slowly. “What?” 

“Mara was fourteen, without powers and full of rage. I saw into her future, and Tegan was there. 
She killed her. I had to protect my sister.” Tina’s teary-eyed gaze met Tegan’s. “I didn’t know who 
you were.” 

Gabe shoved her backward. “You cast a spell for Tegan’s name, didn’t you?” 

Tina stumbled, hitting her back against the wall of the club. “She had a unique name. It was simple 
to find her.” 

Disbelief swam through Tegan’s gut. This woman basically signed her death warrant without so 
much as a second thought. She’d never seen her or her sister before. 

“The future is always unclear. Free will changes things. You taught me that, and you were the one 
who said looking ahead was black magic, but you did it anyway.” He spat blood on the ground. “Shit. 
You sent the Hingo demon after her four years ago, didn’t you?” Gabe rushed toward her and slapped 
the bricks right beside Tina’s head. She squeaked. 

“T thought I was protecting my sister from a killer. Once the demon tasted Tegan’s flesh, he knew 
she carried the red dragon’s bloodline. I had no idea you'd be affected by any of this, Gabe. You have 
to believe me.” 

He jerked back from her. “Did you know Mara was a half demon?” 

“No.” Tina shook her head. “Not until the demons kidnapped her. They said they were taking her 
home, and if I didn’t help slow you down they would kill her.” 

The portal grew, shimmering in the middle, shadows moving on the other side. Tegan took a step 
toward Gabe. “I’m still alive, so nothing should be able to get through that portal, right?” 

“T thought they needed to end the bloodline, but...” He looked at her, his eyes full of regret. “The 
book said the blood of the dragon was the key. You’ve been dripping blood from that wound all over 


the alley.” 

“Oh shit.” She glanced at her arm, her chest tight. 

Gabe brushed a kiss to her temple and then turned to his informant. “Lago, fly her out. Now.” 

The demon fluttered up into the air, and Tegan swiped Gabe’s battle-axe off the ground, eyeing the 
demon. “Don’t you dare.” 


Gabe ground his teeth. “Do you have a death wish? We can’t win this one!” He pointed at the portal. 
“When the white dragon walks through that portal with his thirty-three legions of demons, nothing is 
going to stop him.” 

She kept a tight grip on the battle-axe. “If I’m the last of the red dragon’s line, then he’s coming for 
me. How can I run? He’|I find me eventually, right?” 

“At least try to stay alive.” Gabe swallowed the bile burning the back of his throat. She couldn’t 
die. He wouldn’t let this happen. “Lago can get you away from here.” 

The battle-axe didn’t lower. “I’m not leaving. Let’s stop wasting time.” She narrowed her eyes at 
Tina. “Which team are you playing for?” 

Tina flinched and wiped her nose. “Mara isn’t evil. They’ ve done something to her.” 

“Tm not talking about Mara.” Tegan took a step toward her. 

Tina turned to Gabe. “Get me out of here, and I can help. I could cast a protection spell or healing 
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Gabe shoved Tina aside. “You’ve done enough damage. We don’t need any help from you.” 

Tina stumbled away, racing back into the club. Good riddance. 

The portal wavered like summer heat rising from pavement, and a carbon copy of Tina stepped 
through. Only her eyes were different. Instead of blue like her older sister, Mara’s eyes glowed 
violet. 

She raised her arms. “I call the mighty white dragon. Haagenti, the Great President of Hell, I offer 
you the last of the red dragon’s bloodline. Lift the curse, and open the gates.” 

Tegan’s fingers entwined with his. “We can’t let him through.” 

“No, we can’t.” Gabe squeezed her hand. “I’ve got an idea.” 

“Tm listening.” 

“Tl distract the Hingo minions. You get to Mara and shut her up before she brings the big guy 
through.” 

It was the only way they would be able to stop Haagenti from entering. It was also the only way he 
could see Tegan getting out alive. 

“There are at least thirty of the minions left.” She looked up at him. “You can’t take on that many 
alone.” 

He cupped her cheek, memorizing every curve of her face. “Ill keep them busy for as long as I 
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can. 


“The plan was to Jive through tonight, remember?” Her eyes welled with tears, but she didn’t let 
any fall. “She’s a half demon. Tell me how to stop her.” 

He handed her the dagger with Celtic carvings. “This dagger in the chest should stop the human half 
of her. Then get her through the portal. Without any human tissue, she won’t be able to cross over into 
our world again.” 

Tegan turned to go, but he caught her arm. “Wait a second.” He handed her the flail. “Hold this.” 
Gabe pulled off the ripped, demon blood-soaked remnants of his shirt and wrapped it around the end 
of the flail. “Can you give me a light?” 

Tegan tucked the dagger in her belt and pulled out the lighter. The fabric burst into blue flame, 
fueled by the demon blood. 

He gripped the battle-axe in his other hand. “Ready?” 

She nodded and raced off to stop Mara. Gabe let out a battle cry and raced into the center of the 
distracted army. Two wounded demons erupted in flames, causing the others to jump back before 
attacking. 

Gabe spun with the ax, lighting one more demon, before pain stabbed into his leg. He kicked the 
demon in the head, bringing his ax down onto his shoulder. Before he could light 1t up, another demon 
sank his teeth into Gabe’s back. 

He ran backward, slamming the demon against the brick wall of the alley. The others followed, 
clustering around him, the scent of his blood sending them into a frenzy. More bites peppered his 
body. His arms felt heavy, exhaustion and blood loss taking their toll, but he caught a glimpse of 
Tegan. She’d made it to Mara. 

His body weakened, but his spirit kept fighting. More bites, more blood, and finally fire. 

The demons kept coming. 

They yanked at his legs, dropping him to the ground. One of them bit his wrist, prying the burning 
flail from his hand. Gabe kept struggling, fighting through the pain with his last breath. He had to buy 
Tegan more time. 

ORK 

When the demons chased Gabe to the wall, Tegan made her move. She charged Mara, knocking the 
younger girl to the ground. The portal flashed, and shadowy figures on the other side moved closer. 
Tegan forced herself to stay focused on Mara. 

One fight at a time. 

Mara got back to her feet, her eyes still glowing violet, but at least the hit had stopped the chanting. 
Tegan drew the dagger from her belt and took up a fighting stance. Mara wiped her hands on her 
jeans, looking like a typical high school senior, except for the glowing purple eyes. Tegan wet her 
lips, wincing a little at the sting in her split lower lip. Could she really stab a girl who could be one 
of her karate students? This was someone’s sister. 

Over her shoulder, the demons descended on Gabe. Tegan steeled her resolve. Think later. Now 
she had to act. 


Mara met her eyes and started to raise her arms again. 

“Mara, if you bring these demons over, they’ll kill Tina.” Tegan circled to her right, keeping her 
right eye toward her opponent since her left was in dire need of an ice pack. 

“You lie.” 

At least she was talking. Tegan took another step. “Call the demons off. Let’s talk.” 

“How do you know my sister?” Mara lowered her arms, but the demons were still beating the crap 
out of Gabe. Shit. 

“Call off the demons, and I’ II tell you.” 

Mara’s violet eyes shifted toward the mob on top of Gabe. “He’s the slayer. The one who dumped 
my sister.” 

“Call them off, Mara.” She prayed her stern sensei voice would reach the teen. 

She yelled something in another language, and the Hingo minions straightened and stepped back. 
Gabe lay on the ground unconscious, his bare chest bloody and broken. Tegan swallowed the sob that 
tore inside her. Was he dead? 

She couldn’t check now or the demons would be on her. 

Taking a deep breath, she focused on Mara again. “Gabe brought me to your sister. She’s been 
searching for you. The demons have been using her to get to you.” 

Mara narrowed her eyes. “Did she tell you what a disappointment I was? How I’m not a witch or a 
psychic?” 

“She’s not disappointed.” Tegan tightened her grip on the dagger. “She loves you. But if you bring 
the white dragon across the portal, none of it will matter because Tina will be dead.” 

“They’ Il protect her.” Mara rushed her, and Tegan dodged to the left, shoving Mara to the ground as 
she passed. 

“You trust their word? Tina told me you didn’t even know you were a half demon until they 
kidnapped you.” Behind Mara, Tegan noticed Gabe’s fingers twitch. A spark of hope fired through her 
belly. 

Mara got up, frowning. “They’re my blood.” 

“So is Tina, and she’s loved you much longer.” 

“Tina is jealous of my power.” Mara’s violet eyes brightened into a red color. 

Tegan smelled smoke and glanced down to find her shirt smoldering. “Shit!” She ripped off the 
sheer shirt, leaving her in only her black tank top. “She won’t be jealous much longer. She’ll be 
dead.” 

Mara screamed and ran at Tegan. This time she spun to her right but not quite fast enough. Mara’s 
arm caught her shoulder, knocking her off balance. They both tumbled to the ground. Tegan 
instinctively rolled to lessen the impact and came up on her feet. Demon blood burned her skin, but it 
was better than a broken bone. 

Mara crawled forward, climbed back to her feet, and called out something Tegan couldn’t 
understand. The meaning quickly became apparent. 


The demons lurched toward her, surrounding both of them. Tegan swung the dagger, slicing through 
a wrist, but another demon was right behind it. A jolt of pain shot up Tegan’s arm, and she jerked her 
elbow free of a demon’s jaws. 

Suddenly a demon flew backward and a mangled, bloodied Gabe took his place behind her. “I’ve 
got your back. Send her to hell.” 

Gabe’s battle-axe cracked through bone, and Tegan strove to keep her focus. Mara was at the 
portal, arms raised, chanting. Tegan’s eyesight wavered. She needed to finish this before she passed 
out. She bit down hard on her split lower lip, pain jolting her senses back to attention. 

Gripping the dagger, she approached the half demon. Mara reached for her, and Tegan answered 
with a solid uppercut with her left hand. Dark, almost-black blood oozed down Mara’s chin. She 
smiled, sending a chill down Tegan’s spine. Blood seeped through her teeth, her eyes glowed, and a 
sick smile curved her lips. 

“T carry the blood of the white dragon,” Mara growled, pressing her right hand to Tegan’s chest. 
Heat radiated, followed by pain and the disgusting scent of burning flesh. Tegan’s flesh. “I sacrifice 
the last of the red dragon’s bloodline to my father to welcome him back to his throne in this world.” 

“No.” Tegan tightened her hold on the Celtic dagger. Her father called it a dragon killer. “Y Ddraig 
Goch ddyry gychwyn.” Tegan forced out through clenched teeth. “The Red Dragon will show the 
way.” 

With the last of her strength, Tegan slammed the dagger into Mara’s abdomen. Mara’s hand fell 
away from Tegan’s chest, but the pain didn’t recede. The half demon’s eyes were wide. She moved 
her hand to grip the hilt of the dagger protruding from her belly. 

The minions stopped attacking, and Gabe yelled over his shoulder. “Get her through the portal. 
Now.” 

Tegan grabbed Mara’s shoulders, trying to shove her back, but Mara’s demon strength hadn’t ebbed. 
The minions shoved forward, reaching for their leader. Gabe fought hard, keeping them away from 
Tegan. 

She needed to do her part. 

Tegan landed a punch to the Mara’s ear and followed up with a roundhouse kick that would’ve 
made Bruce Lee proud. Tegan let out a loud kiai that echoed down the alley, all of her frustration, 
fear, and anger in her spirit combined to power the kick. 

Her boot landed right in the center of the half demon’s pelvis, knocking Mara off her feet and 
through the portal. 


Chapter Nineteen 


The second Mara crossed over, the demons stumbled backward, away from Gabe’s ax. He pursued 
them until they scattered and ran away. The fire around the portal flashed and vanished, taking the 
door to hell with it. 

Dropping his weapon, Gabe rushed to Tegan’s side and knelt beside her. 

“Tegan?” He scooped her bloody, burned body into his arms. 

She was alive. Tough as nails, beautiful, and alive. 

Her swollen, cracked lips curved into an exhausted smile. “We did it.” 

His heart lodged in his throat. “We did. Now we need to get you cleaned up. You might need a few 
stitches.” 

She closed her eyes, resting her head against his chest while he carried her to the car. Tegan drifted 
in and out of consciousness as he drove the Mustang around the block to the alley behind the Eden 
Club. 

After dressing her wounds, he snapped the ice pack and pressed the cool pad to her left eye. She 
moaned but didn’t wake up. He needed to clean up the evidence of the fight, then he’d wash the 
demon blood off her and get her to the ER. 

She’d have a few more scars to go with the one on her collarbone now. Her elbow and her calf had 
ugly bites, but it was the burn over her heart that filled him with the most remorse. If Tegan hadn’t 
stabbed Mara when she did, the half demon would have burned a hole right through her chest. He’d 
almost lost her. 

Just like he’d lost Laura. 

His gut twisted. Burying the guilt and pain would be impossible now. Tegan’s smile and everything 
he loved about her had been paid for with Laura’s blood. How could he live with the knowledge that 
he’d been saving Tegan while Laura died? 

He ground his teeth together and opened the trunk. 

Maybe this was Tegan’s chance at a normal life. The demon’s minions only fought because their 
master called them. With Mara and the Hingo demon dead, he could find Tina and silence her, and 
then no one would know Tegan was the last of the red dragon’s bloodline in her generation. But if he 
stuck around, the demons would come sniffing around again. They’d come after her to hurt him. 
Eventually she’d have to close her dojo. It wouldn’t be safe for the kids if demons were lurking 
around. And what about her parents? What if the demons went after them? 

He grabbed the canister of necro powder and started dusting the demon bodies and blood. 


This was going to be a long night. 


Tegan woke up long enough to tell him she wanted no part of a hospital visit. After naming the months 
of the year and telling him the names of all the kids in her karate classes, he was pretty confident she 
didn’t have a concussion. Finally he took her to her place instead of the ER. 

The sun cracked over the horizon when he pulled into the Red Dragon dojo parking lot. She’d told 
him she named it after the Welsh motto of “the red dragon will show the way.” The Welsh flag also 
hung on the wall inside, a nod to her heritage. 

It had a much deeper meaning now. 

Gabe carried Tegan up to her apartment and got the shower going. He helped her clean up and then 
hopped in himself after he got her settled on her bed. The hot water soaked him, soothing battered 
muscles, and washing all the demon blood down the drain. They’d lived. Tegan’s attacker was safely 
back in hell. 

So why did he still feel like utter shit? 

Stupid question. He knew exactly why. He got out of the shower and toweled off. In the mirror, his 
demon bites looked like red, angry scratches. They were already healing, leaving behind more scars 
to remind him how close he’d come to losing the fight. 

Gabe pulled on his sweatpants and walked out of the bathroom. 

Tegan had moved and now sat at the table in her robe with a bag of frozen peas against her 
forehead, a bottle of wine and two glasses in front of her. “I’m on my second glass and feeling much 
better. You want some?” 

“Got any whiskey?” He went to the cupboard so she wouldn’t have to get up. Tegan didn’t have 
much in the way of a liquor cabinet, but he did find a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Good enough. 

He brought the bottle over and poured a glass. He knocked it back, embracing the burning numbness 
on his tongue and down his throat. He poured another and downed it with a groan. 

She winced. “We’re going for relaxed, not unconscious.” 

“Tm fine.” He glanced at Tegan. The whiskey didn’t touch the ache in his heart. “Guess we can go 
pick up your car now.” 

She put the bag of frozen peas on the table. “I forgot about my car.” She took a sip of her wine. “We 
can worry about that later, though, right?” 

He shrugged, shifting his gaze to the bottle of Jack Daniel’s. Knocking back one more shot, he 
forced himself to put the lid back on the bottle. He couldn’t pretend the past didn’t exist, that Laura 
hadn’t existed. Laura never knew him like Tegan did; she’d never fought beside him, but she died 
because of him. Because he saved Tegan instead of going to dinner. 

He couldn’t stay here. 

“T need to get back to my office. Martie’s up to her ears in cases that should’ve been worked a 
couple weeks ago.” 


“All right.” She set her wineglass on the table. “I canceled classes for next week anyway. I can 
help you get caught up.” 

“Nah.” He got up to put the whiskey away. “I can handle it. You should rest and heal.” 

He could almost feel her gaze boring a hole in the middle of his back. “Is everything all right?” 

He leaned his hands on the countertop, his shoulders tensing. “I need to tell you something.” 

“Okay...” 

What was he supposed to say? He turned around. Tegan sat in the chair, her face covered in bruises 
and scrapes. Leaving was definitely the right thing to do. But, damn, he loved her. 

Love wouldnt save her, he reminded himself. In fact, it’s what had gotten Laura killed. Guilt coiled 
like an angry, hateful snake in his gut. It had almost killed Tegan already. 

“T need to go back to work. Alone.” 

A wrinkle creased on Tegan’s forehead. “What are you saying?” 

“Tm saying that you’re better off without me.” 

She stood from her chair. “Wait a second. Last night you said you didn’t want our partnership to 
end.” She crossed her arms. “You told me you loved me. Are you saying that was all bullshit?” 

The heat of the whiskey in his belly stoked the embers of anger. He would never get a happy ending 
like most people. He couldn’t change his destiny or his life. And losing Tegan was the price he’d pay 
for his failure to protect Laura. 

“Tt wasn’t bullshit, but look at you, Tegan.” His voice stayed low and even, only the volume 
cranked up a notch. “We barely made it out of that fight. I’m not going to lead you into another one.” 
He went to his duffel and pulled out a T-shirt. “I wish it could be different, but demons are still out 
there. Tina’s out there. Once we’re sure she’s taken care of, there won’t be anyone but us and Lago 
who know about your bloodline. You'll be safe. This is my path, my problem. Not yours.” 

He yanked on the shirt and started tossing his loose clothes back in the bag. Tegan approached him 
as if she might be staring at an alien. “I thought we were past all this. I had your back.” 

“And I left yours unguarded.” He pulled his hair back from his face in frustration. “I can’t risk your 
life. Is that so hard for you to understand? I failed Laura. I won’t fail you, too.” 

“She didn’t understand what you were. She didn’t know how to protect herself. I do.” Tegan 
reached out, her fingers brushing his forearm, searing his skin with the ache to hold her. “This isn’t 
about Laura.” 

He jerked away from her touch, his eyes burning. “Tegan, I was the one who saved you that night. 
She died while I was saving you.” 


The air blew out of her lungs as if she’d just been sucker punched in the gut. Her heart clenched in her 
chest. “What?” 

“That’s why I lost it when you pointed the Hingo demon out. I recognized him.” He picked up his 
duffel bag. “You ran off so fast that mght I never saw your face. I didn’t realize you were the woman I 


saved until tonight. Hell, I didn’t even know if you were still alive. I wasn’t sure if ’'d gotten to him 
before he bit you, or if I was too late and he’d planted a minion inside your body.” 

She sat on the arm of the chair where his duffel bag had been. Her brain fumbled with puzzle pieces 
she didn’t want to fit together. Laura had died on the night of her birthday four years ago. She looked 
up at Gabe’s tortured face at a loss for words. 

What could she say? Would he think of Laura every time he looked at her? Did he regret the choice 
he made that night? 

She didn’t want to know the answers. 

Tearing her gaze from his face, she stared at her hands. “I still don’t want you to go.” 

The honest, bare truth left her standing before him naked and vulnerable. 

“T don’t want to go either, but how can I stay? Tell me that one, Tegan.” He shook his head, staring 
at the ceiling. “How can I put the past behind me when every smile, every laugh we share is 
shadowed with Laura’s blood?” He slammed his bag on the table and opened the whiskey again. She 
watched him down two more shots. “I wish things could be different.” 

She stood, fighting the light-headedness. “You told me not to let that attack hold me back from 
living. Maybe you should take your own advice.” 

He left his duffel on the table and crossed to her, pulling her into his arms. The comfort broke down 
the weak barrier she had around her emotions. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as his lips 
kissed the top of her head. 

“T love you, Tegan, but the second I recognized that demon’s face, it hit me. You’re alive because I 
was fighting to save you instead of meeting Laura. If I had been where I was supposed to be, she’d be 
alive.” 

And if he’d been where he was supposed to be that night, she’d be dead right now. 

His embrace tightened as if he might never let go. His heartbeat pounded in her ear. 

Wrapping her arms around his waist, she clung to him. “Please don’t walk away.” 

“T can’t stay.” 

They held each other in silence until his hand gently lifted her chin. His lips caressed hers as 
another tear slid down her cheek. He broke the kiss and whispered, “You deserve better than all this, 
anyway. You shouldn’t have black eyes and scars. Let me go.” 

A sob choked her throat. “This isn’t what I want.” She forced her arms to release him. Staring up 
into the green eyes that had started to steal her heart from that first afternoon when she walked into his 
office, she took a step back. Her heart ached in her chest, but she swallowed the hot ball of emotion. 
“Good-bye,” she whispered. 

A muscle in his cheek clenched and he nodded before grabbing his duffel. He brushed a kiss to her 
temple. “I love you.” 

He turned and walked to the door, picking up his coat on his way out. Tegan didn’t go to the 
window. She didn’t want to see if he looked up before he left, and she couldn’t bear to watch him 
drive away. She went into the bathroom and turned the shower back on. Safely in the steam and heat, 


Tegan rested her head against the cool tiles and wept. 


Gabe glanced at the window as he tossed his duffel bag in the car. She wasn’t standing there. 
Probably for the best. This wasn’t going to be one of those chick flicks where their eyes met, and they 
ran in slow motion to embrace and live happily ever after. 

He got in the Mustang and revved the engine. He hurt from the inside out. No rapid slayer healing 
this time. This wound might never heal. Slamming his hand against the steering wheel, he growled his 
frustration. For once, he’d been happy, no longer alone in his secret life. 

The memory of Laura’s mutilated body polluted his mind, reminding him he didn’t deserve 
happiness. Jamming the clutch to the floor, he pulled out of the parking lot. 

When Gabe pushed through the large oak door of his office, Martie shot up from her chair. “Gabe, 
you're back.” 

He nodded, pulling off his coat. “Yeah. Ready to get caught up on cases.” Once he had his coat hung 
up, he turned to find Martie staring at him. “What?” 

“Are you all right? How did it go in San Diego?” 

“Yeah.” He ground his teeth together, fighting back the emotions. “We got her demon. She’s safe. 
Case closed.” 

“Okay.” Martie didn’t look convinced, but she had the good sense to keep it to herself. She pointed 
a blue fingernail toward the door. “Her car is still over in the long-term lot.” 

He cursed his damned heart for sputtering at the thought of seeing Tegan again. There was no way 
he could see her. He’d never be strong enough to walk away a second time. 

“Can you give her a call to arrange a time to pick it up?” 

Martie quirked her lips to the side, then slowly nodded. “Sure. If that’s what you want.” 

“Thanks.” 

Gabe avoided more questions and settled into his chair, flipping through the case files that were 
piling up on his desk. Four surveillance cases, two missing persons, and one attorney requesting he 
locate a couple of witnesses. Great. 

He opened one of the missing-persons files, skimming the details Martie had gathered, but he 
couldn’t focus. He kept hearing Tegan’s voice saying good-bye. Each echo stabbed him in the gut. He 
missed her already. 


Chapter Twenty 


“You sure you don’t want to go inside?” 

Tegan took her keys from Martie and glanced at the refurbished church across the street. Gabe had 
left Tegan’s apartment over a week ago, and even though she worked from home, getting rides from 
her folks came with way too many questions. She’d put this visit off as long as she could. 

“Yeah. It’s better this way.” She bit her lower lip to keep from asking about Gabe. “Thanks for 
everything.” 

Martie nodded, sliding her fingers along the length of the envelope Tegan had insisted she take. A 
check for the parking fee. ““No problem.” 

“Drive carefully.” She waved at Tegan and then to her dad in his car before turning and walking 
back to the office. Although her stilettos had her perched on her toes, the girl didn’t miss a beat in her 
pencil skirt. 

Martie vanished through the door, and Tegan sighed, then headed to her car. 

Her dad’s window slid all the way down. “Just going to drive away without a word, eh?” 

She wheeled on him, latching onto frustration, anything to keep from falling apart. “What am I 
supposed to say to him, Dad? I’m glad you saved me instead of your girlfriend so we could get 
together? Or maybe, glad Laura’s dead and we can live happily ever after?” 

“Fine.” Her dad rolled his eyes. “Give up then. Drive away. Call yer mother when you get back so 
she doesn’t worry.” 

Tegan went to her car. There was no reasoning with her father. He’d prodded her about the dragon 
and about Gabe the whole forty-five-minute drive to the lot. Her dad was too wrapped up in fairy 
tales to understand the problem. 

Gabe had asked her to let him go. Seeing her face hurt Gabe now, and knowing she couldn’t be with 
him hurt her, so why prolong the agony for both of them with a visit? 

A clean break was better. 

She slid into the driver’s seat, and her left foot searched for the Mustang’s clutch pedal that didn’t 
exist in her own car. Her eyes welled with unexpected tears. Wiping her nose, Tegan started the 
engine and drove past her dad, past Gabe’s office, and back onto the freeway heading south. 


Martie dropped a plain envelope on his desk. Gabe glanced up. “What’s this?” 


“Tegan’s parking fee.” 

He got up from his chair, ignoring the way his pulse jumped when he heard her name. “Is she here?” 

“Nope. She left a few minutes ago.” Martie inspected her cuticle. 

His chest tightened, and he cleared his throat. “I’m glad she’s all right.” 

Martie shrugged. “She looked okay, I guess.” 

The big door behind them swung open and sunlight shone around broad shoulders and silver hair. 
“Gabe?” 

He dropped the envelope on his desk and came out to find Tegan’s father in front of Martie’s desk. 
“Maddock.” Gabe offered his hand, and Tegan’s father gave it a firm shake. “It’s good to see you.” 

Maddock nodded, and the corner of his mouth pulled up a little. “You look like hell.” 

“Thanks.” Gabe almost chuckled, the halfhearted smile feeling foreign on his lips. “Come on in.” 
He gestured to a chair in his office and leaned against the edge of his desk. ““What can I do for you?” 

Maddock sat, resting his elbows on the arms of the chair. He opened his hands. “I want to pay for 
all yer work. You saved my daughter. Tegan told me about the white dragon.” 

Gabe rubbed his chest, wishing like hell his heart didn’t burn just hearing her name. “Then she 
must’ ve told you that she stopped him from entering this world, not me.” He crossed his feet. “Saving 
the world is part of what I do, and she helped me. There’s no invoice to be paid.” 

“Look, boy, I can see the demons have you twisted in a knot.” Maddock leaned forward in his chair, 
his tone softening. “And I realize you’ve lost people you loved, but Jesus, now yer goin’ to walk 
away from one? This makes no sense to an old man. Don’t you understand how precious love is? It 
isn’t tossed in yer path every day.” 

Gabe took a deep breath and retreated behind his desk. He perched in his chair, pulling his hair 
back from his forehead. “Trust me. I know how precious love is. I get it.” He tilted forward, his 
forearms resting on the desk. “That’s why ’'m walking away. She could have died, Maddock. I saved 
her once while someone else died. I love your daughter. Enough to walk away.” 

“Pfft.” Maddock waved his large hand, shaking his head. “Don’t pretend yer being noble. It takes 
courage to love someone knowing you could lose them. You think yer the only one who’s afraid? It 
doesn’t have to be demons. Could be a bus, a train. Love is a risk.” He got up from the chair and 
walked toward the door. He turned with a sparkle in his eye. “Yer a fighter. But those demons got yer 
number.” 

Gabe stood up. “Tell me something... During Tegan’s party, I saw your home, your friends. Don’t 
you want that for your daughter? I'll never be able to give her a house on a golf course or connections 
with bankers and politicians. She’d be bruised up and stained with demon blood if she stayed with 
me. Is that really what you want for her?” 

“What I want doesn’t matter.” Maddock sighed and shook his head. “My Tegan carries a Welsh fire 
in her belly. She follows her own path, and there’s no talking her into another.” 

Gabe nodded, well aware of Tegan’s hardheadedness, part of what made it impossible not to love 
her. 


Maddock chuckled with a wisp of a grin. “I have never seen my daughter look as happy and alive 
as she did holdin’ yer hand.” He turned to leave. “You keep runnin’ and hidin’ from people who care 
about you, sure, you can kill all those demons on your own, but you'll still be alone. They’ve already 
won this fight.” 

Gabe opened his mouth to reply, but Maddock was out the door and down the steps. 

The door drifted closed, and Martie glanced up from her computer. “How ’bout I grab us a couple 
burgers?” 


Chapter Twenty-One 


Another week had passed since she’d reclaimed her car. Two weeks since Gabe walked out. How 
much longer would she keep track of the days? 

Sweat rolled down Tegan’s back as she worked through another kata. The controlled movements 
weren't helping her find her peace anymore. Nothing helped. 

She stared into her own eyes in the mirrored wall, her hands flat and strong as she sliced through 
the air. Her loud kiai echoed in the empty dojo. Pressing her fist to her other palm, she bowed. 

Tegan straightened and loosened the knot on her obi. Her black belt slid free, and she hung it on the 
hook by the stairs, opening the front of her gi. The cool night air caressed her wet skin. Her black 
camisole stuck to her body, exposing the scar on her collarbone and the burn below her left shoulder, 
right over her heart. She slid the white karate pants off and stood in her black bike shorts, staring at 
the mirror. 

Her elbow and her calf were still red from the demon bites, but unlike the scar on her collarbone, 
she carried no shame or fear in these wounds. These were well-earned scars. They marked her as a 
fighter. A survivor instead of a victim. 

The only casualty lingered in her heart. Her gaze in the mirror strayed from her reflection to the 
spot on the back wall where she’d made love to Gabe for the first time. That spot used to derail her 
thoughts and make her heart skip a beat. Now it only hurt. 

She rolled her eyes. Memories were not going to force her out of her dojo. Time was supposed to 
heal wounds. Maybe someday they’d be happy memories. His voice whispered through her mind, Let 
me go. 

Maybe not. 

With her gi in hand, Tegan set the alarm and jogged up the stairs. She woke up her laptop and 
clicked “shuffle” on her iTunes playlist. Dropping the gi over the back of a chair, she went to the sink 
for a sponge. The countertop already sparkled, so tonight she started on the cabinets. 

Since Gabe left, her apartment had never been cleaner. 

Next up, she tackled her fridge, pulling out shelves to clean, when a blues guitar wailed from her 
laptop speakers. Her hips swayed with the now-familiar beat. 

Holding the sponge in front of her mouth like a microphone, Tegan sang out with Buddy Guy. “You 
damn right I got the blues... I can’t win, ’cause I don’t have a thing to lose...” 

When the song ended, she walked to the laptop and stopped the music. An unexpected smile crept 
onto her face. She did have the blues, but that didn’t mean she was on house arrest. She tossed the 


sponge in the sink and headed for the shower. Tonight she was going out. 

She’d told Gabe once that when the danger was over she would keep living. No more working 
seven days a week, no more hiding. Life was too short not to dance. 

She came out of the bathroom in a purple knit dress with spaghetti straps, paired with her ballet 
flats. The dress hugged her body and flared a little at the hips. Perfect for dancing. She even treated 
herself to a little makeup for the first time since the night she and Gabe went to the Eden Club. 
Satisfied with her reflection, she stepped out to get her purse. 

Something rattled at the kitchen window. Tegan rushed to her bed, sliding the knife out from under 
her mattress. Eyes wide, she made her way to the window. 

To find Lago fluttering outside. 

Tegan set the knife on the counter and opened the window. “You scared the crap out of me.” 

Lago hopped onto the sill and landed on the floor. “Sorry.” 

She leaned against the counter. ““Why are you here?” 

“Because Gabe asked me to—” He covered his mouth, coughed, and started again. “I came to see 
how you are.” His large eyes traveled up her body. “You look pretty.” 

“Thank you.” She smiled. “I’m on my way out.” 

“Where?” 

“Dancing.” Tegan crossed her arms. “But that’s not really any of your business. What are you doing 
here?” 

“Have you heard from the witch?” Lago cast a wistful gaze at her clean fridge. 

Tegan sighed and dropped her purse on the counter. ““You need a snack?” He grinned, exposing his 
jagged teeth. Somehow on Lago, it seemed cute instead of dangerous. Tegan pulled open the fridge. 
“Will a banana work?” 

He nodded, and she passed him a piece of the fruit. He licked his lips and took a bite without 
peeling it. “The witch is missing.” 

“Good. Maybe she moved to another continent.” Tegan leaned against the cabinets. “I haven’t seen 
her.” 

“T listened for Gabe with the demons, and no one has seen her in two days.” He took another bite. 
“You should watch out for that one.” 

“Is that what Gabe sent you to tell me?” Saying his name hurt. “Tell him I’m fine, and if he has 
something to tell me in the future he should man up and tell me himself.” 

Lago finished the banana and wiped his mouth on his arm. “He thought you wouldn’t want to see 

Tegan scooped up her purse, anxious to end the conversation. “I’m not sure what I want anymore.” 
She opened the window and Lago hopped up. “Tell him I'll be careful.” 

Lago nodded and took off from the sill. She closed the window and went downstairs. In the dojo, 
she gave herself a once-over in the big mirror. 

By the time she got in the car, her emotions settled back into the numb emptiness she’d become 


accustomed to. She took a deep breath and drove toward the Belly Up. She had no idea who might be 
playing tonight. Not that it really mattered, as long as she could dance to it. 


“Damn it, Lago. She went out anyway?” Gabe paced his office floor. “You warned her about Tina, 
right?” 

“T did.” The demon’s big eyes stared at the floor. “She told me you should—” He paused, then 
grinned. “She said you should man up and tell her yourself next time.” 

Gabe had to laugh. He could almost hear her saying it, jabbing at him. He shook his head, doing his 
best to get memories of Tegan out of it. 

“T better go down to San Diego and see if I can find Tina. She’s only been missing for two days, but 
I'd feel better if I could find her.” He had to be sure she wasn’t a threat. The trip had nothing to do 
with a chance to see Tegan again, and definitely nothing to do with the fact that Lago told him she was 
going dancing. “Maybe Tina left town for a fresh start, but until I’m sure, Tegan could be in danger.” 

Gabe grabbed his long black coat from the hook and glanced over his shoulder at his snitch. 
“There’s a pint in it for you if you keep an eye on Tegan tonight. Don’t let her see you’re there, but 
alert me if Tina shows up.” 

Lago licked his lips and flapped his wings. “See you soon, Slayer.” 

Gabe pushed the large oak door of the converted chapel open. Lago flew into the night, and Gabe 
went to the Mustang. After sending a text to Martie, he fired up the engine and did his best not think 
about Tegan dancing with some other guy. 


He pulled into Tina’s lot, gravel pebbles beating the hell out of the undercarriage of his car, as usual, 
but he hardly noticed. The neon hand in the window was dark, but a dim light flickered inside. Gabe 
got out and quietly opened the trunk. Pocketing a new dagger, his lock-picking kit, and a can of pepper 
spray, he made his way to the door. 

He gave the handle a quick turn. Locked. 

He checked the area, but the streetlamp left him too exposed to pick the lock without being seen. 
Around the back, the flickering light looked brighter. It had to be coming from Tina’s private room 
where she performed readings. 

And spells. 

This door was locked, too, but unlike the front door, this one was hidden from the street. He pulled 
out his kit and made quick work of the dead bolt and the knob. He opened the door and waited. 
Nothing moved inside. 

Gabe swiped his hand over the threshold and jerked it back. The energy of her magical wards on 
the door made the hair on his arms stand on end. The wards only physically repelled beings that 
weren't from the human plane, but it left others feeling uncomfortable, on edge, and eager to leave. 


With his tools back in his pocket, Gabe took a deep breath and stepped through the door. The 
strength of Tina’s magic surprised him. The ward made it tough to breathe, as though all the oxygen 
had been sucked out of his lungs. He told himself it was an illusion and stumbled into her spell room. 
He winced when he saw a dead rabbit, its blood in a scrying bowl. 

He took another step in, and his mouth went dry. “Shit, Tina.” 

Her counters and shelves were bare. All her tools and talismans were gone. The rugs that used to 
cover the walls and the floor were missing, and stray rounds of ammunition littered the ground. A 
single black candle burned, the wax building up and seeping across her table. She couldn’t have been 
gone too long if the candle was still lit. 

He considered putting it out, but decided it was better not to touch anything. If the shop caught on 
fire, it wasn’t his problem. 

Gabe retraced his steps, gulping in air once he was back outside. Sweat trickled down his brow 
and into his eyes. He hardly noticed. Jogging next door, he went to the planter and lifted the rock that 
concealed Tina’s extra house key. It’d been years since he’d used it, but the key was still there. 

He opened her door, every muscle tense and ready. No wards met him this time. He took a step 
inside. “Tina?” 

Nothing. 

He drew his dagger and stepped into the dark house. The instant he flipped the light switch, photos 
of Mara surrounded him. Tina had them all over the table, the kitchen counters, the bookshelves. The 
girl’s violet eyes were everywhere. 

He left the makeshift shrine behind, climbing the steps to the second story. Stale air carrying the 
faint scent of incense met him at the landing. He turned down the hallway and opened Tina’s bedroom 
door. 

The bed was made, the digital alarm clock glowed, and nothing looked out of place. He turned on 
the light and flinched. On the wall above the bed in shaky red letters were the words “Blood for 
blood.” 

“Shit.”” Gabe ran down the stairs and out the front door. He wasn’t sure what was going on yet, but 
Tina was obviously unstable, eager for revenge, and judging by the stray bullets he saw in her shop, 
armed. 

He gunned the engine, the Mustang’s tires squealing out of the parking lot. He had to find Tegan 
before Tina did. But being a psychic, Tina had a jump on him. There was a good chance she actually 
knew where to find Tegan. 

He’d have to follow his gut and hope for the best. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


Tegan sipped her drink, waiting for the liquid courage to work its magic. She used to love to dance 
until her birthday four years ago. Then Gabe brought her to the Belly Up and introduced her to the 
blues. 

Dancing with him had reminded her how much she enjoyed music and moving to it. Her body ached 
to follow the rhythm inspired by the beat. But dancing alone was out of her comfort zone. Way out. 

She contemplated going back home. 

“Could I buy you another drink?” She turned to find a tall guy with dusty-blond hair and hazel eyes. 
Flashing his I-could-be-a-cover-model smile, he stuffed his hands in the pockets of his dark jeans. 
“That sounded pretty cheesy, didn’t it?” 

Tegan shrugged. “Maybe a little.” 

“T saw you watching the dance floor. I should’ve asked you to dance, but I’m a better drinker than 
dancer.” 

She laughed, and a glimmer of hope ignited inside of her. Maybe she’d be able move on with her 
life after all. “Are you asking me to dance?” 

He tilted his head toward the band. “Only if you’re going to say yes.” 

“Then let’s dance.” Tegan placed her empty glass on the bar and followed him. 

They found an open spot on the floor, and she shouted over the music. “What’s your name?” 

“Brian. And you?” 

He held out his hand, and she took it without hesitation. For the first time since the attack, she didn’t 
feel wary or threatened. She was empowered. 

Smiling, she answered, “I’m Tegan.” 

He released her hand. “Great to meet you, Megan.” 

Before she could correct him, someone stepped up behind her. “No, it’s Tegan...”” She spun around 
at the sound of Gabe’s voice. He met her eyes as he finished. “Like Megan witha 7.” 

Tegan pried her gaze from Gabe’s. Her new friend Brian frowned. “You know each other?” 

She nodded. “Yes, we, ah...used to...” 

“T need to talk to Tegan. Now.” 

His fingers brushed the bare skin of her back, and her entire body warmed, completely forgetting 
how he broke her heart. Luckily, her brain wasn’t swayed. 

Tegan turned, standing beside Brian. “Well, J need to dance.” 

Brian stood a little taller, his hand coming around to rest on her hip as if they were closer friends 


than she’d realized. “I don’t want any trouble, buddy, but you heard the lady.” 

Gabe’s brow arched up. “I’m not your buddy.” His green eyes locked on hers, and his deep voice 
reached her ears through the loud music pumping out the speakers. “Il be at the bar.” 

Everything in her wanted to go to him, but her will stayed strong. He was the one who asked her to 
let him go. He had no right to waltz back into her life when she had finally made the decision to move 
on. 

Gabe walked away, the crowd of dancers parting for him. His jeans still fit him in all the right 
places. She scolded herself for even noticing and spun toward Brian. Swaying with the beat of the 
music, her dance partner smiled and found his groove. 

Brian leaned in closer. He smelled like Polo cologne. “Everything okay with him?” 

“Yeah.” Tegan nodded, spotting Gabe watching her from the bar. “Ill find out what he wants later.” 


Gabe denied himself whiskey. If Tina showed up, he didn’t want his reflexes to be impaired. He 
nursed his Dr Pepper, bitterness simmering inside him as he watched Tegan on the dance floor. 

Lago had mentioned she looked pretty. Pretty didn’t begin to describe her. Unlike the Tegan who 
had walked into his office a few weeks ago, the woman on the dance floor tonight wasn’t ashamed of 
her scars. She wore them proudly. Her body moved with a sensual, languid grace, comfortable in her 
skin. 

Brian danced close to her, his hips gyrating near Tegan’s, moving to the music with her. Gabe fought 
the urge to race onto the dance floor, rip the guy’s arms off, and beat him senseless with them. Instead, 
he choked down another swallow of soda and set the glass on the bar. Hard. 

“Enough of this bullshit.” 

Gabe straightened up and walked toward his woman. His. 

A couple of inebriated chicks rubbed against him on the dance floor, and other dancers scattered to 
get out of his way, but he hardly noticed. All of his attention was on Tegan. 

Her eyes met his over her dance partner’s shoulder. 

“Mind if I cut in?” He didn’t really give a shit if pelvic-thrust boy minded or not. 

Tegan’s dance partner froze and stepped back. “Ah.” 

Gabe stood a good four inches taller, forcing the guy to look up at him. Gabe kept his gaze on Tegan 
and offered her his hand. 

She pressed her lips together and heaved a sigh. “It was great meeting you, Brian, but I’m pretty 
sure Gabe’s got the next dance.” 

Brian leaned in to kiss her cheek, and Gabe clenched his fist. 

“Thanks for the dance, Tegan. I’ll be around for a while.” He glanced at Gabe. “All right, I better 
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go. 
Brian dodged his way through bodies on the dance floor, and Gabe stared down into Tegan’s dark 
eyes. “Sorry to interrupt, but if he touched you again, I was going to have to beat the crap out of him.” 


“No.” Tegan shook her head. “You don’t get to be jealous. You walked out on me, remember?” 

He nodded, feeling like a schmuck. “About that...”” He cleared his throat, wishing he had her 
someplace private instead of a nightclub with a hundred other sweaty bodies on the dance floor. “I 
still think you’d be better off without me, but’”—his gaze searched hers—‘‘there isn’t a moment that I 
don’t wish you were with me.” 

“Stop it.” Tegan’s eyes welled with tears. “I can’t do this.” 

She let go of his hand, hustled through the crowd and off the dance floor. Gabe’s equilibrium tilted. 
What just happened? 

He hadn’t planned on the sudden outburst of honesty. Seeing her dancing did something to him. His 
heart took over. But this wasn’t why he’d come looking for her. 

He needed to warn her. 

Tina. 

Shit. “Tegan, wait!” 

Gabe rushed after her, bumping into dancing couples and muscling his way past the crowd. Where 
did she go? He scanned the bar area for her when movement caught his eye. The door opened, and 
Tegan slipped out. 

Gabe followed her outside. She was almost to her car. “Tegan, I have to talk to you.” 

“You've said enough.” She didn’t even turn around. Her determined footsteps kept moving toward 
her car. 

“This isn’t about us.” 

Tegan stopped abruptly and turned around. “Fine. What 1s 1t?” 

Seeing the fiery spirit in her eyes made his blood run hot. He needed to shift inside his jeans. Bad 
timing. 

“Tina’s missing. I stopped by her place, and it’s safe to say she’s been working black magic and 
might be armed.” 

“How did you know I was here?” 

He tipped his head toward the roof. “Lago tailed you here.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Stop having me followed. I told you I'd be careful.” She crossed her arms. 
“Ts that it?” 

Was it? He opened his mouth, but something hit the back of his shoulder and sent him crashing to 
the ground. 


A muffled pop cut through the silence and Gabe went down. 

Tegan ran to his side. “Gabe?” She reached to roll him over, and her fingers came back covered in 
blood. “Oh God, you’ ve been shot.” 

Her head jerked up. Scanning the parking lot, she hooked her arms under Gabe’s and tugged him 
closer to her car. Did he just tell her Tina was armed? Whoever fired, they had a silencer and they 


could be anywhere. 

No one from inside would be jogging out to help—they wouldn’t have heard the gunshot. Unless 
someone heard her fighting with Gabe over the loud music inside, she was on her own. 

“My right pocket.” She glanced down at the sound of Gabe’s whisper. 

Tegan laid him on the ground behind her car, hoping that would be enough shelter for now. She 
slipped her hand into his coat pocket and pulled out...salt. 

“Salt’s not going to stop a bullet.” 

Gabe rocked his head from side to side. “If she wanted to shoot you, she would’ve. The bullets are 
for me. She’s well aware of how long it takes me to heal.” He swallowed hard and met her eyes. “I 
was in her shop earlier tonight. She’s been working black magic. Pictures of her sister everywhere. 
Blood for blood.” 

Tegan peered over the hood of her car. “You’re speaking in riddles.” 

“If she’s using black magic, then anything is possible. Salt will keep the magic’”—Gabe panted for 
a second—“away. You need...” 

“Weapons. I’m on it.” She knelt back down, her pulse pounding. Blood soaked through Gabe’s 
shirt, spreading across his chest. So much blood. She bit her lower lip, praying he’d still be breathing 
when she got back. If she made it back. “I’m going to need you. You better heal up—fast.” 

Tegan dug the Mustang keys out of his other pocket and peeked around the lot. His car was parked 
in the next row. She’d have to run across the open space to get to the weapons stash in the trunk. 
Damn. 

Pocketing the keys, she clutched the salt and circled Gabe with a thin line. Better safe than sorry. 
She made her way to the back bumper of her car. A golden glow in the shadows caught her eye. 

“That salt won’t keep a bullet out of your skull.” Tina stepped out of the shadows, her elongated 
gun barrel and silencer aimed at Tegan. 

Tina’s nose still had some discoloration and a slight bump from their last meeting. Her face looked 
thin, and dark circles ringed her now-gold glowing eyes. 

Tegan gripped the salt tighter. “Gabe needs to go to a hospital.” 

“He’ll heal.” 

The rear tire closest to Tegan popped and hissed as the air escaped. Tegan gasped, dodging toward 
the car parked beside hers. 

“T can’t say the same for you.” 

“What do you want, Tina?” 

“T want Mara back, you bitch.” Tina shot the other tire. “Time to pay up.” She grit her teeth, eyes 
narrowing. “You murdered my beautiful baby sister...” A vein bulged in her neck, throbbing. “You 
killed Mara.” 

Tegan’s pulse pounded in her ears. She needed to do something, but for now buying time was the 
best she could do while she tried to formulate a plan. “Mara was a demon. If she had brought the 
white dragon back, we’d all be dead.” 


“Now I’ma demon, too.” Tina lowered the gun. “All this strength and all I had to do was promise 
Gabe’s head on a stick.” 

“You let a demon possess you? On purpose?” Maybe crazy ran in her family. 

“This demon inside of me will bring Mara’s soul across. We just need your body to put her in. 
You'll be her vessel. You took everything I had in this world, but now you'll help me get it back.” 
Tina let the barrel of the gun droop as she spoke, and Tegan saw her opportunity. 

She ran at Tina, tackling her to the ground. The impact knocked the wind from Tegan’s lungs, but 
thankfully it also bumped the gun from Tina’s hand. The demon-possessed blonde hit her head on the 
pavement, but it barely slowed her. She yanked Tegan’s hair, pulling her head back. 

Tegan answered with a strike to Tina’s throat with the edge of her open hand. Tina released her, 
gasping for air. Tegan popped open the salt, but before she could distribute it, Tina grasped her wrist, 
slamming it to the ground repeatedly until Tegan lost her grip on the canister. 

Tina rolled her over, pinning her to the ground. Tegan arched her back, instinctively kicking her legs 
until she freed her arms. She landed a punch to Tina’s temple. The blow barely fazed her this time. 

A guttural chant erupted from her lips, and Tegan’s skin tingled. “Mara, come to me. I have your 
vessel. Come, sister. Cross to this plane.” 

“Tm not your damned vessel.” Tegan wrestled Tina until she gained the advantage, sitting up on her 
opponent. Landing a combination of punches to Tina’s abdomen, Tegan spied the salt canister. 

In Gabe’s hand. 

He still looked like crap but vertical was a huge improvement. Tegan smiled. “About time you got 
here.” 

Tina turned to look at him, her demon eyes vanishing. “Gabe, help me. Tegan’s gone crazy. She 
thinks I shot you.” 

Gabe walked over, opening the salt. “Give Mara my regards in hell.” He poured a stream of salt 
onto Tina’s forehead. She screeched as her skin started smoking. 

“What’s happening to her?” Tegan got up, stumbling backward. “I thought salt just blocks magic and 
wounds some demons.” 

“She bound her soul to a demon using black magic. It magically bonds the souls together. The salt 
purifies, breaking the spell and banishing the demon, but her soul went with it. She bound herself to 
the demon’s soul so she won’t get her body back.” 

Tina stopped screaming, her body still, limp on the pavement. The center of her forehead was black 
and charred. 

“We’ve got to get her out of here before someone comes out to check on the noise.” 

Gabe bent down and grimaced. “Take her feet. I can’t lift her by myself yet.” 

Tegan did as Gabe instructed while he carried Tina’s shoulders to the Mustang. They dropped her 
in the backseat. 

“Now what?” Tegan looked up at him, adrenaline pumping. 

“You have the keys. Let’s get out of here.” 


Tegan jumped in the driver’s seat. The V-8 roared to life. “Where to?” 
“The beach.” 


Tegan drove in silence without ever glancing his way, leaving him wondering what the hell to say. 

The bullet had gone right through his shoulder. His body ached, healing the hole at a rapid pace. But 
physical wounds were the least of his concerns. Seeing Tegan dance tonight, seeing her smiles offered 
to another man. Seeing someone else touch her. It hurt much more than the bullet wound in his 
shoulder. She was his life now—he couldn’t lose her. 

Tegan killed the engine at the lookout point. ““What’s next?” 

He glanced over at her. “We wrap Tina in a blanket and leave her in the sand, then we call the 
police.” 

Tegan frowned. “She won’t wake up and talk to the police?” 

“No. She’s gone.” 

She glanced into the backseat. “She’s just a vegetable?” 

“Basically, yeah.” He turned to her. “Are you hurt?” 

Tegan shrugged, unfastening her seat belt and reaching for the door handle. “Pll live.” 

He touched her hand, and she froze. “I wish this had all been different.” 

“Please don’t.” Tegan looked at him and sighed. “Don’t make this any tougher for me.” 

“You don’t think it’s tough for me, too?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “You amaze me. You tell me that being with me makes you feel guilty and walk 
out of my life, then the second I start to think I can move forward, you’re telling me you miss me.” She 
got out of the car and bent down to look at him through the open door. “Missing me isn’t going to be 
enough to make this work, Gabe. You told me you loved me, and you walked away so I wouldn’t get 
hurt. Well, guess what? You hurt me more than any of those demons ever did.” 

She slammed the door and walked toward the waves. 

Gabe watched her go. Her words stung. Probably because most of them were true. 

He got out and opened the trunk. Bending his arm, he circled his shoulder a couple of times, 
loosening the newly healed muscles. After wrapping Tina’s body in a blanket, he carried her down to 
the sand, and then walked over to Tegan. 

He stood beside her, and she didn’t sock him. He took that as a good sign. “I’m sorry I hurt you.” 

“Me too.” The ocean wind blew her hair back, but her gaze never left the waves. 

“Do you think you could ever let me make it up to you?” 

He held his breath, and she looked up and met his eyes. “Do you think you can let go of the past?” 

Her gaze pinned him, forcing him to face the truth of his life. Could he let his guilt go? He ground 
his teeth together, picturing his life without Tegan, a life that included her smiling at someone else. 
Maddock had been right about one thing: if Gabe stayed on this path, it wouldn’t matter how many 
demons he sent back to hell. They would have already won. 


“T want a future, Tegan.” He brought his hand up to caress her cheek. “I want a future with you.” 

Her eyes searched his, still wary. “What about the demons?” 

“ve got your back if you’ve got mine.” He waited, hoping for a smile, for any sign of what was 
going on in her head. 

She reached up, covering his hand on her cheek, and finally rewarded him with a smile that stole 
his breath away. “I was hoping you'd say that.” 

He bent his head to kiss her lips, groaning at the sweet taste of her tongue. His whole body came 
alive as he pulled her close. He savored her kisses and leaned his head against hers. “I’m sorry I 
walked away.” 

“T’m glad you came back.” 

The corner of his mouth curved into a crooked smile. “Me too. That Brian guy was dancing awfully 
close to my girl.” 

Tegan laughed, and the sound lit him up inside, confirming he was a complete idiot for ever letting 
her go. 

“T could get used to being your girl.” 

Gabe grabbed her hand, their fingers entwining. “Good.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “I love you, 
Tegan.” 

“T love you, too.” She grinned at him, rising up on her toes. “You should definitely kiss me now.” 

Gabe pulled her into his arms, his lips claiming hers, hard and urgent. Her tongue tangled with his, 
and he drowned in the sweet taste of her. He finally broke the kiss, sweeping Tegan up into his arms. 
“Can I give you a ride home?” 

Tegan wrapped her arms around his neck. “That’d be great, since my car has a couple flat tires.” 

“We’ll have to worry about your car tomorrow.” He stole one more soft, lingering kiss. ““We’ve got 
some catching up to do.” 

She wet her lips and gave a sexy smile that made him rock-hard in his jeans. “Lots of catching up.” 

He couldn’t get her back to her place fast enough. 


Epilogue 


Tegan closed the old text she was studying. Since Gabe had moved in two months earlier, he’d had 
her prepping for the future. In his line of work, he never knew what would come next, so she had to be 
ready for anything. She pulled on her gi and brushed her hair into a ponytail. If she got downstairs to 
the dojo soon, she’d have about twenty minutes to herself to warm up before her teen class arrived. 
She jogged down the stairs to the dojo and froze in her tracks. 

“Gabe? I thought you were working.” She frowned. 

Then she saw what he was wearing: the gi she’d bought him. He always wore sweats and a tank in 
the dojo, and this was the first time she’d ever seen him wear it. 

He turned around and bowed, keeping his eyes on hers. “I got off early.” 

She smiled. “Oh...” 

The bathroom in the corner of the space opened, and a short man in a tool belt came out with a 
plunger over his shoulder. She was about to ask what had happened when she noticed the 
embroidered name on his shirt. “Mr. Lago?” 

The portly plumber grinned and tipped his stained baseball cap. “Gabe invited me.” 

She’d never seen Gabe’s demon snitch in his human disguise. He was actually kind of cute, like an 
older Mario from the Nintendo video games. She glanced at Gabe, poised to pepper him with 
questions, when the front door opened so hard it slammed against the wall. 

Devon scrambled past the rest of the car-pool crew. “Did you ask her yet?” 

Gabe chuckled and shook his head. “No. She just got down here.” 

“Oh good.” Devon yelled out the door. ““We didn’t miss it, Mom.” 

Tegan raised a brow. “Miss what?” 

Heather, the only girl in the advanced teen class, grinned at Gabe and then bowed to Tegan with a 
gigele. “You'll see.” 

Tegan crossed her arms, her hip swaying to the side. ““What’s going on?” 

Before Gabe could answer, her dad walked through the door, proudly displaying the family tartan 
with an embroidered red dragon on his kilt. Her mother clasped his hand tight. Tegan’s heart fluttered 
up into her throat. 

“Daddy?” 

Gabe approached her father with a grin and shook his hand. “Good to see you, Maddock.” 

Her dad gave hima wink. “Wouldn’t miss it.” 

Tegan dropped her arms when Gabe turned toward her with a velvet box bearing the Welsh red 


dragon emblem on its lid. He nodded to Devon. The teen raced over with one of the chairs she kept at 
the edge of the room and placed it behind her. 

“Sit down, Sensei,” Devon whispered. 

Tegan’s palms sweated, butterflies filled her stomach, and her fingertips tingled all at once. She sat 
down, her gaze locked on Gabe’s. He knelt on one knee and smiled up at her. 

“T used to think being alone was my destiny, but you changed all that the day our paths crossed. All 
of the people in this room have come into my world, too, because of you.” 

She blinked back tears and took the hand he offered, her heart racing like crazy. Gabe gave her 
fingers a squeeze and flipped the box open with his other hand, displaying a diamond set into a Celtic 
knot ring. “You claim I saved your life, but Tegan, you gave me back mine.” 

A tear slipped down her cheek, and Gabe’s gaze held hers until everyone else in the room faded 
and it was only them. 

His voice was soft and deep. “Wnei di fy mhriodi i?” 

Tegan slipped out of the chair and into his strong arms, laughing and crying all at once. “Yes. Yes, 
Pll marry you. I love you.” 

“T love you, too, Tegan.” Gabe held her tight, his hand cradling the back of her head. She breathed 
in his scent and thought she might never stop smiling. 

Her class whooped in the background and her father bragged about coaching Gabe on the Welsh 
Gaelic pronunciation. Tegan had never been happier. 

Her gaze wandered, and a smile curved over her lips. “I’m staring at our spot on the back wall,” 
she whispered against his ear. 

Gabe laughed and growled low. “I ama very lucky man.” 
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Chapter One 


LANA 

“Pll have an Intimidator with extra bacon and two baskets of Cajun fries.” I handed my menu to the 
waitress, who raised a judgmental brow. 

“That’s an awful lot of food for a tiny thing like you.” 

I was actually twenty-five, but without ID to prove it, a truant officer would probably haul me right 
back to high school. 

“Yeah, well, ’ve got a big appetite so...” I kept the fact that even though I looked small I could 
probably wrestle the big guy at the counter to the floor in a heartbeat to myself. I could also eat fast. 
With any luck, ’'d be out of there before the creeps in the matching jumpsuits tracked me down again. 

The waitress glanced over to the ladies room and back again. I rolled my eyes. “Look, I’m not 
binging and purging. Can I just have the burger and fries? Please?” I debated asking for dessert, too, 
but my order should’ ve been enough food to keep me from getting blood on my hands later. 

“Of course.” She snatched the menu from me and hustled away before I could give her my drink 
order. 

Great. Oh well, I wasn’t thirsty anyway. 

After fidgeting with the silverware, unfolding the paper napkin, and placing it in my lap, I glanced 
around the restaurant. I was running out of things to keep myself busy, and my paranoia grew with 
every passing second. Sighing, I peered out the window across the parking lot and then up at the dark 
night sky. No followers. No moon either. 

I shivered. The new moon hadn’t been my friend in years. 

Each new moon night meant waking up someplace I’d never been before, without any memory of 
how I got there. The sleepwalking started around the time I turned eighteen. At least that’s what I 
hoped it was—it seemed like sleepwalking. But my body only reacted in time with the phases of the 
moon, Lunar Phases. I’m pretty sure that’s where we get the word “lunatic” but don’t quote me on 
that. 

Over the years, I learned to deal with “it,” but not so much what “it” might be. And last year after a 
visit to Bellevue, I thought I might finally be getting closer to figuring out this odd monthly cycle of 
mine, but it only made my world unravel even further. 

Then there was the squirrel incident. 

My gut retched at the memory, and I checked over my shoulder. New moon nights made me tense, 
but this one seemed different. Something felt off. 


I faced the table again, shaking my head. Nothing looked suspicious. No men in white coats armed 
with sedatives in the next booth. 

Maybe I'd finally lost them. 

It wasn’t like Bellevue Hospital in L.A. would find me here in The Hot Rod Café in Reno and lock 
me up while I waited for my bacon cheeseburger and two baskets of fries. They wouldn’t come this 
far. At least I hoped not. 

So why did my heart race like crazy? 

The bell on the door jingled. 

Oh, God. They found me. 

The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and my muscles knotted with adrenaline, aching to run, to 
escape. Cold sweat beaded along my spine as I fought stay in my seat. Forcing my lungs to breathe, I 
made a conscious effort to keep from hyperventilating and did my best not to let the panic show on my 
face when I turned around. 

A tall, dark-haired man filled the open doorway, wearing blue jeans and a black Aerosmith concert 
tee. His bright green eyes scanned the restaurant, and I caught myself staring. I couldn’t help it. 

He was maybe six feet tall, but I sucked at guessing heights. His black leather boots were scuffed— 
more like hiking boots than biker boots—and he wore a heavy silver chain around his neck with some 
sort of pendant hanging in the center of his chest. His very well-muscled and very broad chest. 

When he looked my way, my jaw snapped shut. His dark hair was messy in that way that looks 
dangerous on a guy but sloppy on a girl. From under his stray locks, his gaze connected with mine. I 
was pretty sure I started gnawing at my lower lip. It was a bad habit, but I usually did it when I got 
nervous. Either way, he took it as an invitation of some sort. 

I didn’t have a great grasp of what guys considered a “come hither’ look, so maybe I gave him one. 
I’d thought it was a “leave me the hell alone” look, but who knew. 

When he got to my table, my gaze caught on the pendant around his neck—a bullet. Or at least it 
looked like a bullet. Weird. My eyes moved farther up, to see his face. The right corner of his mouth 
twisted into what might have been a smile, but my alarm bells rang inside. Time to get out of the 
restaurant. 

“Aren't you going to invite me to sit?” 

I frowned and rubbed my moist hands against my jeans. “I wasn’t planning on it. There are plenty of 
other tables open.” 

He glanced around the café and then at me again. My pulse shot up in response. 

“You're not at any of the other tables.” Even with curls of hair hanging in his face, his emerald eyes 
bore into me. 

“That’s the point.” Hopefully my voice carried more conviction than I felt. Stupid hormones. 
Gorgeous or not, I had no idea who he was or why he seemed so intent on my company. I had to get 
rid of him. “I wasn’t looking for company.” 

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Neither was I.” 


“Good, then go sit someplace else.” 

Oh, thank God. The waitress headed over with a huge tray piled high with my food. Saved by a 
burger. 

He stepped aside to let her work, and when all the baskets were on the table, the waitress 
straightened and looked at tall-dark-and-handsome at twelve o’clock. He stood there shamelessly 
while she gave hima slow once-over. 

She glanced at me with a wry smile. “Is this gentleman with you?” 

I opened my mouth to answer, but he beat me to it. 

“Yes, Iam.” He plopped down across from me in the booth and winked. “Thanks for ordering fries 
for me, doll.” 

The waitress seemed satisfied and sashayed back to the kitchen. I glared at my unwanted dinner 
guest and picked up my one-pound bacon cheeseburger. “I’m not your ‘doll,’ and these fries are not 
for you.” 

“You’ve got quite an appetite for a little thing.” 

“Yeah, so ve heard.” I shot an evil-eyed glare toward the waitress, couldn’t help it. 

“So what’s your game?” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “What the hell are you doing here 
during new moon?” 

I almost choked on my burger. 

Dabbing my mouth with the napkin, I scooted up in my seat a little. Up close his eyes looked like a 
dense forest of green. Easy to get lost in them if you looked too long. And I was getting lost. Crap! 
Focus, Lana. 

He couldn’t possibly know about me and the new moon. Unless... But he didn’t look like the type 
who worked in a psych hospital. 

I leaned back again and forced my mouth to move. “I don’t know what you’ re talking about.” 

He pressed his large hands flat on the table, his shoulders tensed, and something in his eyes 
looked...confused? “I smelled you from outside the building. Why do you think I came in here?” 

Without thinking, I kicked him under the table. Hard. I also took more than a little satisfaction in 
seeing the surprise on his face. “If you’re trying to sweep me off my feet, telling me I stink isn’t the 
way to do it.” 

He smirked. “If I were trying to sweep you off your feet, you’d be swept. Period.” His tone was 
deep, leaving me unsure if he was threatening or teasing. 

“Wow! You’ve managed to elevate pompous to an art form.” I snapped up a few fries and gave him 
my best get-lost glare. “Leave me alone.” 

His eyes narrowed on me, but then the door opened and he spun around. Four men in matching gray 
riot gear came in. The burger I ate turned to stone in my stomach. 

I’d seen the leader’s face in my rearview mirror before. They were here for me. 

My unwelcome companion got up to intercept them. “Can I help you?” 

His broad shoulders blocked my view. I hoped that went both ways and the goons couldn’t see me 


either. 

The leader came closer. “This doesn’t concern you.” 

I shimmied under the table and slid out of the booth. The head guy rested his hand on his gun. My 
heart raced. I couldn’t let somebody get shot because of me, but my years of self-defense classes 
didn’t really prepare me for a group of armed, trained attackers. 

“T think they’re here for me.” 

My dinner date didn’t take his attention off the ring leader. “I don’t care who they came for. No 
reason for them to come in here with guns.” 

The mention of guns sent gasps around the café. I sent up a silent prayer that someone in the 
bathroom was calling 911. 

The leader didn’t move. “Step away from the lady.” 

“Can’t help you there. Why don’t we take this outside?” 

“T don’t have time for this, asshole.” He nodded his head and his goons lunged forward to grab my 
protector’s arms. 

He yanked his arms inward, cracking the goons’ heads together with a hollow thump. One of his 
arms came free and he used it to send another one of the men sailing across the café. The man’s head 
crashed through the pie display case and his body lay limp. My muscled friend punched the second 
man in the chin, knocking him off his feet. 

While he fought, the leader drew his weapon. “Watch out!” I shouted. 

He tackled the leader around the waist just as the pistol fired. Screams pierced my ears and glass 
shattered. Hopefully that meant the bullet exited the building without hitting anyone. One more punch 
and the man lay motionless on the floor. 

My hands trembled at my sides while I kicked the gun away from his fingertips. Cyrus was 
embroidered on the upper left of his riot gear. He looked much less threatening when he was 
unconscious. Before I turned to go, I noticed something on the inside of his wrist. I squatted closer. 
The inside of his wrist had a tattoo, a lion’s head with an “N” branded in the center. My chest 
constricted as I squinted my eyes for a better look. ’d seen that emblem before. 

I’m losing it. All I needed was to pass out here in front of all these people. I took a step toward the 
door when my protector grabbed my hand. The moment I gripped his, he stumbled and glanced at me 
over his shoulder, frowning. 

He blinked and shook it off before I ran toward the exit with him. “Sirens.” It took a second before 
I heard the familiar sound. He had some crazy amazing hearing. ““We need to go. Now.” 

I agreed completely. Dodging glass and bodies, we made it to the door. Outside, I yanked my hand 
free and glanced at my rental car in the parking lot. At this point, driving probably wasn’t a great idea 
since I could lose consciousness at any time during the new moon. Shit. 

““We can’t be here when the police arrive.” 

His voice jarred me from my thoughts and I managed a nod. 

“Good.” His lip began to curl up into a smile, and then his expression quickly blanked. “Let’s run.” 


I turned to bolt in the other direction, but his large hand caught my arm. 

“This way. Away from the city.” Electrical pulses shot up my arm, probably shock from almost 
being shot. Or the new moon working its craziness on me. How long could I run before I blacked out? 

Whoever this guy was, his instincts were good. The last thing I wanted was to be sleepwalking in 
downtown Reno. When we got a few miles from the café, he slowed. I should’ve been winded, but I 
wasn’t even out of breath. 

“Thanks for helping me ditch those guys back there.” Brushing my hair back from my face, I stared 
up at the handsome stranger who just saved my bacon. “I don’t even know your name.” 

“Tm Adam.” He offered his hand and I shook it, feeling that same strange tingle. 

“Lana. You were pretty amazing tossing those guys around back there.” 

He shrugged, his muscular shoulders rolling back. “Who were those guys, and why are they after 
you?” 

The image of the tattoo inside the gunman’s wrist popped into my head again. What did it mean? I 
forced my focus back to Adam. I’d have to figure it out later. 

“T should be asking you the same question. You came looking for me. Why?” I jammed my hands in 
my pockets, reminding myself that I had a cylinder of pepper spray and my cell phone. Just in case. 

His eyes narrowed. “Because in the past two weeks jaguar shifters have killed humans in my city 
and left mutilated bodies out in the open. I won’t let that happen again.” 

I took a step back, doing my best to process this crazy talk. “Shifters? You lost me.” 

“Like you.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. He didn’t appear to be joking. “Now why 
don’t you tell me who those men were in the diner?” 

“Like me?” I shook my head. Maybe he was drunk. “Look, I’m just passing through. I appreciate 
your help back there, but Pll be fine. ’'m not who you think I am, so you really don’t need to get 
involved.” 

“Someone tried to shoot me. I’m already involved.” 

I groaned. “I didn’t ask you to protect me.” 

“You didn’t look like you wanted to go with them.” He pinned me with his intense gaze. 

“T don’t know who they are, okay?” My arms felt heavy. Please dont black out now. “Bellevue 
tried to lock me up for seventy-two hours and ship me to a psych facility back east, so I escaped. I’m 
guessing they sent these guys to bring me back.” 

One corner of his mouth twisted up. “Do you really think a hospital would send men with guns to 
shoot you?” He shook his head, his arms dropping to his sides. “Why are you playing games?” 

My head pounded. “I’m not playing anything. In fact, I was minding my own business having some 
dinner until you barged in like a crazy person.” 

“Tonight is the new moon, and instead of staying away from people, you’re in the middle of a 
restaurant. If those hired guns hadn’t taken you out, my Pack would have.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” I frowned. “Your Pack?” 

“T should’ ve taken care of you myself. You were in my sector of town, but you don’t seem like the 


others, and now...” He hesitated, clenching his jaw. “I couldn’t do it.” 

“Couldn’t do what?” 

His hands dropped to his sides. “Kull you.” 

I didn’t hesitate. I ran faster than I had ever run in my entire life. Without looking back, I pushed my 
legs harder, fighting to put as many strides between us as possible. The streets gave way to shrubs and 
trees, blurring as I streaked past them. My lungs burned, but somehow Adam kept up. I ran off the 
streets, through the sagebrush and rocks, until the city stood miles behind us. 

I never knew I could run so far or so fast, but I still couldn’t outrun him. When I stopped, he jogged 
up beside me and frowned. 

“You need to shift.” 

“What?” I huffed. 

He tilted his head slightly, and I swear he looked even cuter. The same man who just told me he 
was supposed to kill me. I wanted to slap myself. Snap out of it, Lana! 

His tough guy face faded, and for a moment a flash of compassion shone in his eyes. “You don’t 
know what you are, do you?” 

My chest heaved, but for a moment my heart stopped. For the past five years I'd devoted most of 
my time to searching for answers, terrified of what might be happening to me. Now here I stood in the 
middle of nowhere with a man who seemed certain he knew the one answer I wanted more than 
anything. 

I shook my head, my voice softer than I intended. “Do you know?” 

He nodded, his gaze searching mine. “You’re one of the jaguars. A shape-shifter.” 

My jaw went slack. He must’ve been joking, but he looked serious. Impossible. A shape-shifter? 

No. I was a sleepwalker. That’s what all the psychiatrists said. They’d given me prescriptions for 
Trazodone and Klonopin, and when that didn’t help, I had a CAT scan. But instead of finding a brain 
tumor or telling me I needed surgery, they told me I had a brain anomaly that could lead to 
schizophrenia and decided I should be institutionalized. 

I decided they should take a flying leap. 

But a shape-shifter? No way. People didn’t turn into animals. Nervous laughter bubbled up from my 
lips. 

He shrugged. “Laugh all you want, but you can see me and it’s pitch black out here. How do you 
explain that?” 

I looked around. He was right. We were far from any streetlights or homes and no moon in the sky 
either. I didn’t notice it while I ran for my life, but I still saw my surroundings without even a sliver 
of moonlight glowing overhead. A chill shot crept down my spine. 

“You just ran roughly ten miles at top speed. Marathon runners would be a little winded. How are 
you feeling?” 

Other than the itchy feeling under my skin. I wasn’t even out of breath. 

“Did you hear the sirens when we left the diner?” 


I nodded slowly. “But not until after you told me you heard them.” 

“My hearing might be a little more acute than yours, but I can guarantee you none of the humans 
heard them until we were long gone.” 

It couldn’t be true. 

“Do you wake up in strange places after a new moon?” 

“How do you know that?” I jammed my hands in my pockets, fingering the tiny canister of pepper 
spray. “Who are you?” 

“T already told you—I’m Adam.” He added without a trace of a smile. “I’m a werewolf.” 

“No way. Werewolves don’t exist.” I kept grasping for some tiny scrap of reality. I pointed at the 
pendant resting against his chiseled chest. “And you wear a silver bullet around your neck!” 

He rolled his eyes. “I suppose you think I how! outside Dracula’s castle too, huh? Those are myths, 
Lana. We get killed the same way any wolf does. It’s just a little tougher because we’ re bigger. If I ran 
in front of a diesel truck during a full moon, it’d kill me as fast as any silver bullet.” 

I shook my head in disbelief, but somewhere deep down inside, I wanted to believe him. He fought 
those trained men without breaking a sweat. Grown men tossed across the café like they weighed 
nothing. He heard the police sirens before anyone in the café even flinched. And he gave me an 
answer. 

The impossible seemed almost real. I’d already tried doctors, psychiatrists, and medicine men, and 
no one came up with a theory that explained my once a month blackouts. As unreal as it sounded, I 
wanted Adam’s explanation to make sense. I wanted to finally know who, or what, I was. 

Or maybe I did need to be heavily medicated and locked up somewhere. 

“You turn into a wolf. Seriously?” 

He nodded. “Yeah, but only during a full moon.” 

“This is too much,” I whispered. 

He cleared his throat. “I thought you knew what you were, and when you kicked me under the table 
at the café, I was pretty sure you knew what I was too.” 

“You bullied your way into sitting at my table and then told me I stunk. You deserved it.” 

“T said I smelled you, not that you stink. Big difference.” His smile faded. “What did you think has 
been happening to you all this time?” 

“T had no idea. About seven years ago, when I was eighteen, I started waking up in strange places 
once a month or so, and I didn’t remember how I got there. Then there was a dead squirrel a couple 
years ago...” I shuddered at the memory of waking up covered in dried blood. “None of it made 
sense.” 

“No one in your family told you about the change?” 

“T don’t know my family.” I gnawed at my bottom lip and stared out into the darkness. “Maybe they 
were monsters too.” 

“Youre not a monster.” A growl rumbled in his chest. “It’s the other half of who you are. Your 
parents must have been jaguars too.” 


I shook my head. It was too impossible, no matter how much I wanted an answer. 

But he didn’t seem insane. Pushy and protective, yes, but not nuts. I searched his features, realizing 
again that I could see him perfectly in the darkness. His gaze never strayed from mine, no hint of 
dishonesty or spark of madness. My gaze slipped to his lips, and my heart skipped. He was good- 
looking and way too confident, but there was no trace of cruelty on his face. But if he wasn’t crazy or 
teasing me... 

I shifted my weight. “I don’t know anything about my parents. I grew up in foster homes.” Keeping 
my voice even, I acted like I didn’t care. I grew up playing the tough-kid role, but inside, my stomach 
twisted at the admission. Saying the words out loud made me feel like I had “Unwanted” tattooed 
across my forehead. 

He stared down at me and brought his hand up to cup my face. Unlike when he grabbed my arm 
earlier, his touch was soft. A comfort I wasn’t all that familiar with. His thumb felt rough against my 
cheek, slowly caressing my skin. I caught myself almost nuzzling into his touch. His eyes searched 
mine, and for half of a second, I thought he might kiss me. And when he didn’t, more than half of me 
was disappointed. 

The man who admitted he was supposed to kill me. J must be insane. 

When he stepped back, my skin tingled where he’d touched my face. He stared up at the stars. “I 
change into a wolf every full moon. My family is also my Pack. We try to live normal lives, but it’s 
our job to keep those who might reveal us to the humans out of our territory. A couple of jaguar males 
came into town a few months ago, and during the new moon they killed and ate two homeless men 
right outside the library. We can’t live among the humans with that kind of exposure, so we hunted 
them down and—” 

“That’s why you came to the café tonight.” The insane puzzle came together in my head. It shouldn’t 
make sense, but somehow it did. “You thought I was one of them.” 

He nodded, and his lips curled into a hint of a smile. “Then instead of finding a shifted jaguar 
hunting humans, I found you eating a huge burger, and I couldn’t figure out what you were up to.” 

I felt my cheeks heat and knew I must be blushing. Hopefully he didn’t see as well in the dark as I 
did. “I’ve been trying to eat larger portions during the new moon so I'd be full before I passed out.” I 
crinkled my nose. “No more squirrel incidents.” 

Adam laughed, and I enjoyed the sound, surprising myself. “I’m glad you find it funny.” 

“Tm sorry.” He chuckled. “If yow ll let me, Pll watch over you tonight and make sure the jaguar 
stays away from the city.” 

“No. No way.” I shook my head still refusing to allow myself to consider the whole jaguar thing. I 
did want to know what happened to me during the new moon, but believing I might actually be turning 
into an animal was too much. “You should go. Besides, if I really did turn into a giant cat’—Don t. 
It’s impossible—‘T could hurt you.” 

“Nah, I’m fast. It’1l be okay.” Curls of his dark hair fell over his brow, but it couldn’t hide the spark 
of adventure burning in his gaze. Would he really be keeping me out of trouble...or hunting me? 


“So will I. No one looked out for me before, and ve always been all right.” Secretly I wouldn’t 
mind seeing him again, but life had done a fabulous job teaching me that the only person I could count 
on was myself. 

As if he heard my thoughts, he added, “I won’t let you down.” 

I wanted to believe him. “What about the other...wolves? If ’m what you say I am, then I’m 
guessing the other wolves would assume I’m here to kill humans, right?” These were words I’d never 
dreamed I’d be saying out loud. “They wouldn’t be happy to find you helping me instead of...you 
know...killing me?” 

“They don’t have to know.” 

I looked up at him, taking in his chiseled features. He looked sincere. Hell, he just saved my life. 
But why? 

“Why would you lie to them for me? You don’t even know me.” 

He jammed a hand into the front pocket of his worn jeans. “I wouldn’t lie, but I could keep you 
from crossing their path. It’s obvious you’re not like the other jaguar shifters we’ve seen, but if they 
see a big black cat, they won’t ask questions.” 

I didn’t have a lot of choices laid out in front of me. My skin crawled and my joints ached. The 
moment I started to fall asleep I'd... I couldn’t wrap my mind around actually being a jaguar. Not yet. 

I shook my head. “I can take care of myself. Thanks.” 

Adam heaved a sigh as he stared up at the stars. “You don’t get it, do you?” He glanced down at 
me, meeting my eyes. “The Pack isn’t going to care who you are or that you’ re filling up on burgers so 
you won't kill squirrels—or worse yet, humans. They will kill you, Lana.” He ran his hand back 
through his hair. “Look, I can’t let that happen, and I can’t explain why. You don’t have to trust me, but 
I’m not leaving you alone.” 

My heart fluttered at the thought of not being alone, but my street instincts kicked into high gear. I 
yanked my pepper spray out of my pocket, gripping the canister. “I appreciate your help back there in 
the diner, but I’ve got it from here. And if you come any closer, I swear I’Il blind you and take you out 
at the knees.” 

He rubbed his hand down his face with a groan. At least I wanted it to be a groan. It almost 
sounded like he growled at me. “You know what, do what makes you happy. I’m crazy. You’re just 
sleepwalking, whatever. But tomorrow morning we are going to talk.” 

He turned around and started walking away. I tucked the pepper spray back into my pocket, 
annoyed with the emptiness that spread inside of me as I watched him fade into the night. Taking a 
deep breath, I spun on my heel. My vision wobbled and exhaustion brought me to my knees. 

Oh, God, it was happening. 


About the Author 


Lisa Kessler is an award-winning author of dark paranormal fiction. Her debut novel, Night Walker, 
won a San Diego Book Award for best fantasy/sci-fi/horror, and many other awards. 

Her short stories have been published in print anthologies and magazines, and her vampire story, 
Immortal Beloved, was a finalist for a Bram Stoker award. Lisa lives in Southern California with 

her husband and two amazing kids. Visit her at Lisa-Kessler.com. 


Dont miss these exciting Covets... 
Operation Saving Daniel — Nina Croft 


Daniel has never stopped loving Melissa. Ten years ago when he gave her a little freedom, he always 
intended that one day they would be together. Right up until the moment he was bitten by a werewolf. 
Now, with Melissa back in town hoping to save him from marrying is long term girlfriend—AKA The 
Evil One, Daniel has to hide what he is. He won’t risk anyone else, especially the woman he loves. 
But Lissa is back. Their attraction is stronger than ever and Lissa is nothing if not tenacious. 


The Awakening: Britton — Abby Niles 


When the shifter community is threatened, half-shifter and lead SPAC agent Val Calhoun is assigned to 
the case along with the precinct’s Don Juan, Detective Britton Townsend. The two arch-enemies are 
sent deep into the North Carolina Mountains-—together, and alone. Val doesn’t want the hot Detective 
Townsend’s mouth anywhere near hers. All Britton wants to do is solve this case pronto, and go back 
to his footloose Casanova ways. Hopefully they don’t kill each other first. Or worse...fall in love. 


Four Weddings and a Werewolf - Kristin Miller 


Logan Black, former Marine and bodyguard for the Seattle Wolf Pack, hates weddings. But when he’s 
hired to protect hot-to-trot wedding planner Veronica Vale from a werewolf stalker, he’s forced to put 
his feelings aside. The chemistry drawing Logan and Veronica together seems fated, but with Logan’s 
playboy attitude, Veronica’s hatred for werewolves, and a stalker lurking in the shadows, these two 
need more than passion to keep them together. 


Ashes — Sarah Gilman 


EBSAB to come! 
Parts & Wreck — Mark Henry 

Wade Crowson, a brooding playboy and veteran vivisectionist for the Parts Department, runs into 
more than he bargained for in new partner, Lucid Montgomery, a quirky beauty with a bizarre secret 
and a string of psychiatric diagnoses she tries hard to keep hidden. Loving Luce will stamp a demonic 
target on her back and thrust Wade into a frenzied whirlwind of hilarious misunderstandings. Can they 
withstand the savagery of an exorcism (with or without the split pea soup) and come out alive and ... 
in love? 


